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ABSTRACT 

The African American community has become a key site of resistance to 

accepting same-sex relations in the United States. Scholars have suggested that this 

resistance is most accurately explained by Black religious affiliations and pastoral leaders 

at Black churches who continue to preach homonegative sermons. Within Black 

churches, homosexuality is perceived to be a sin. Therefore, participating in same-sex 

intimate relations can be incredibly challenging for Black gay men who have been the 

driving force for many Black Churches in expanding congregations and even raising 

pastoral leaders' profiles. This hermeneutic phenomenological research study took a 

critical approach to investigate experiences of stigma among Black gay men in Black 

Church organizing. I interviewed 20 Black gay men between the ages of 19 to 69, both 

current and former Black Church members, to understand their different perspectives. 

Then, I compiled and analyzed the qualitative data to form seven major themes that 

provided a nuanced understanding of Black gay male experiences of stigma in Black 

churches. These findings revealed that Black gay men in Black churches are confronted 

with multiple sources of stigma in a single experience. This dissertation project 

contributes to the field of organizational communication because the concept of stigma is 

theoretical and a highly communicative process. This work also centers the voices of 

Black gay men who have historically been silenced and oppressed due, greatly, to their 

racial and sexual identities.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The African American community has become a key site of resistance to 

acceptance of same-sex relations in the United States (Cohen, 1999; Dawson, 1994; 

Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Smith & Seltzer, 1992). Scholars suggest that this resistance is 

most accurately explained by Black religious affiliations and pastoral leaders at Black 

churches who continue to preach homonegative sermons (Cohen, 1999; Lemelle & 

Battle, 2004; Lewis, 2003; McKenzie & Rouse, 2013). Within Black churches, 

homosexuality is perceived to be a sin, and, therefore, individuals who participate in 

same-sex intimate relations must secretly maintain their non-heterosexual identities under 

the “don’t ask, don’t tell” custom. This secrecy is especially challenging for Black gay 

men who actively serve in ministry, including singers who have been the driving force 

for many Black Churches in developing popular gospel choirs that make money for the 

church, helping to expand congregations and even raising the profiles of pastoral leaders.  

Patrick Johnson (2011), the author of Sweet Tea: An Oral History of Black Gay 

Men of the South, noted that gays are nurtured in the choir but have to sit through 

brimstone sermons about homosexuality being an abomination. To be clear, Black 

churches have arguably reaped the benefits of talented Black gay males but have failed to 

provide an inclusive organizational setting where their multiple identities can co-exist 

without the need to conceal their sexuality. Thus, many Black gay men are torn between 

their allegiance to their Black churches, which form the cultural backbone of African 

American communities, and their desire to openly enact their non-heterosexual identity. 

This tension warrants further exploration of how Black gay males experience stigma in 

the Black Church today. 
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The Present Study 

 Using a hermeneutic phenomenological research method (Creswell & Poth, 2018; 

van Manen, 1990), this dissertation project examines the shared stigmatizing experiences 

of Black gay men in Black Church organizing. It takes a communication approach 

because not only am I interested in how Black gay men communicate their stigmatizing 

experiences in the Black Church, but sexuality stigma, its construction, and its 

management are highly communicative and social processes (Chang & Bazarova, 2016; 

Meisenbach, 2010a; Smith, 2007; Zhu & Smith, 2016).  

From a critical perspective, I embarked on this study, acknowledging that the 

intersection of Black gay men's oppressive racial and sexual identities work 

interdependently to shape their stigmatizing experiences as former and current members 

of Black Churches. I also considered the role of power as discursive and embedded in 

stigma communication processes that work to create unequal experiences for Black gay 

men in the Black Church (Moore, 2017). This study responds to calls by communication 

scholars for increasing critical perspectives in communication research (Baxter & 

Asbury, 2015; Suter & Norwood, 2017), as well as for studies that explore the 

experiences of multiple and intersecting identities (McDonald et al., 2019). Given my 

interest in interpreting a shared meaning of Black gay men stigmatizing experiences in 

Black Churches, shaped by and through stigma and power, this project is a study of 

stigma communication and power (Meisenbach & Hutchins, 2020).  

Stigma Communication and Power 

According to Goffman (1963), stigma is a deeply discrediting attribute that 

reduces an individual's status from a whole person to a partial one. Stigmatization, then, 
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represents an undesirable characteristic that relies on the social transmission of a negative 

stereotype to pass through a community of people to where the undesirable characteristic 

becomes a publicly shared image of the disgrace (Meisenbach & Hutchins, 2020; Smith 

& Applegate, 2018; Smith et al., 2016). Unfortunately, Black gay men navigate society 

doubly oppressed because they possess stigmatized racial and sexual identities.  

To better understand how stigmatized identities are communicatively constructed 

and maintained in society, people must understand the role of power as a discursive 

function. Dougherty's (2011) metaphor of a “web of power” can help individuals 

understand the complexity of stigma communication and how the different strands that 

constitute a web represent different types of power processes. She highlights the 

interconnected nature of multiple forms of power and stigma that are continually being 

woven, destroyed, and rewoven by and around various social groups. The role of power 

in stigma communication processes provides a framework for understanding how various 

identities become stigmatized.  

For instance, African Americans navigate society with a negatively marked racial 

identity that is upheld through dominant racial groups' social discourse. Racial identity is 

a social construct “that society invents, manipulates, or retires when convenient” 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 7). For Black men, their race presupposes how they 

should be treated by the dominant White race. In other words, dominant members of 

society build and maintain their dominance while members associated with stigmatized 

identities struggle to gain full societal acceptance (e.g., Benoit et al., 2018; Corrigan et 

al., 2014; Hing et al., 2016). The history of African Americans being brought into 

America, which I discussed in chapter two, is helpful for understanding how African 
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Americans were socialized into America as slaves and were viewed as unequal's to 

Whites. African Americans continue to report unequal social experiences due to their 

stigmatized racial identity (Burt et al., 2012). 

When it comes to Black gay men's identity, the LGBTQ+ or gay community is 

predominately represented by White men in the media. Like Black men in general, Black 

gay men are often represented negatively as being on the down-low, thugs, and 

hypersexualized (Collins, 2009; Ward, 2005). The invisibility of Black gay men in media 

can be isolating in that their lack of representation continues to feed the ongoing 

maintenance of negative stereotypes (Ward, 2005). Further, much of Black gay culture 

has been hidden, and because people are assumed to be heterosexual unless they 

communicate otherwise (Evans et al., 2010; Johnson, 2006), Black gay males occupy a 

space of “co-sexuality” where their sexuality resides at the margins of heterosexual men 

in ways that contribute to their experienced stigma (Compton & Dougherty, 2017). All 

this to say, Black gay men in Black churches may have an increased need for 

belongingness (McEwen, 1996; Schlossberg, 1989). 

The Black Church as an Organizational Site 

The choosing of the Black Church as the organizational site to interrogate stigmas 

is significant, given its long and rich history in the African American community. The 

Black Church played a pivotal role in providing structure and resources to African 

Americans during and post-slavery, making it the first and most influential institution in 

the African American community in the United States. To this day, African Americans 

are among the world's most religious ethnic groups based on church membership, 

attendance, and prayer (Harris, 2010; Krause & Hayward, 2015). 
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According to the Pew Research Center (2015a, 2015b), religious identity was 

very important to 75% of African Americans compared to 49% of Whites and 59% of 

Hispanic-Americans. For African Americans, their religious identity is linked to 

improved mental and physical health (Ellison & Levin, 1998), increased life satisfaction 

(Ellison, 1993), and quality of life (Levin et al., 1995). To that end, African Americans 

are more involved in, attached to, and influenced by their religious communities than any 

other race. Understanding the strong ties between the African American community and 

the Black Church was important in this study that aimed to provide a shared meaning of 

how Black gay men experience stigma in their respective Black churches. This 

dissertation provides a nuanced understanding of Black gay men lived organizational 

experiences that can be revealing as to why Black Churches are seeing increased 

religious disengagement among the African American population (Cooper & Mitra, 

2018). 

Unfortunately, the lived realities for Black gay men are largely unequal compared 

to more privileged, dominant groups in society (e.g., White people, heterosexual people). 

For Black gay men at Black churches, an organizational site with historical, cultural 

significance, life is far more challenging due to negative beliefs and attitudes about 

homosexuality. Thus, Black gay males might feel the need to negotiate their sexual and 

religious identities (McDonald et al., 2019). 

Study Significance 

There is not a body of research that communicatively explores the stigmatizing 

experiences of Black gay men in the Black Church. This study is significant in that I not 

only investigated the shared experience of Black gay men in Black Church organizing, 
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but also explore the impact that Black churches have on the multiple identities of Black 

gay men. Research has shown that Black gay males who perceive homophobia or receive 

homonegative messages tend to conceal their sexual orientation, engage in riskier sexual 

behavior, and report low self-esteem (Peterson, 1992; Stokes & Peterson, 1998). The 

potential outcomes of stigmatizing messages within Black churches are concerning 

considering that African Americans disapprove of homosexual behavior more strongly 

than Whites (Hudson & Ricketts, 1980; Lewis, 2003). Black gay males' social 

experiences are largely different from gay White males' experiences because they deal 

with the oppression of being gay and the oppression of being Black. Thus, African 

Americans who identify as gay tend to face more disapproval from their families and 

straight friends than Whites (Lewis, 2003). For all of these reasons, homophobia needs to 

be confronted within Black churches that render gay-identifying people invisible with no 

support from their community or religious organization—leaving Black gay men with no 

social space to belong. Hence, the title of this dissertation, “All of the doors are closed.”  

Intersectionality Framework 

Intersectionality theory focuses on how multiple identity dimensions, such as 

race, sexuality, and religion work interdependently to shape one’s lived experiences 

(Crenshaw, 1989, 1995). In regard to this study, intersectionality allows for an analysis of 

the intersecting patterns of multiple forms of oppression that Black gay males experience 

in the Black churches. Intersectionality theory disrupts the binaries that may describe 

race, sexuality, and gender as singular constructions, proving a richer and more complex 

exploration of holistic identity. Nash (2008) stated that “the destabilization of race/gender 

binaries is particularly important to enable robust analyses of cultural sites (or spectacles) 
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that implicate both race and gender” (p. 2). Intersectionality relies on strictly defined 

identity dimensions to explain and discuss diversity within identity dimensions based on 

specific intersections. Intersectionality emphasizes the lived experiences of historically 

marginalized and oppressed groups. Therefore, the theory offers a way of understanding 

the representations of marginalization within institutional discourses in which power is 

continuously legitimized (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Summary and Research Question 

As a critical-interpretive scholar, I undertook this research with two primary goals 

in mind. First, I sought to give voice to and center the communicative experiences of 

Black gay men in Black Churches. In fact, as an organizational communication scholar, 

one of several key elements that make this field unique is its focus on whose voice is 

heard in organizing (Mumby & Stohl, 1996). Organizational communication scholars 

problematize the managerial voice that is so often heard in organizing, which, in this 

study, would be the voices of Black Church leaders. Second, I sought to identify 

obstacles that Black gay men see as restricting to their lived realities as current and 

former members of their respective Black churches with hopes of empowering Black 

churches, their leaders, and members to create more inclusive organizational settings that 

are welcoming of diverse sexualities. Thus, to accomplish the research goals of this 

dissertation project, I seek to address four primary research questions:  

RQ1) How do Black gay men experience stigma in Black Church organizing?  

RQ2) How do Black gay men cope with and manage their felt stigma?  

RQ3) What role does mental health play in the experiences of Black gay men in 

Black Church organizing?  
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RQ4) How do power and stigma interact in the experiences of Black gay men in 

Black Church organizing? 

Conclusion and Preview 

 In this chapter, I described the African American community and the Black 

Church as sites of resistance to same-sex relations. This resistance is evident in the 

homonegative sermons that pastoral leaders preach from the pulpit. Unfortunately, the 

perception of homosexuality as a sin within the African American church and community 

places Black gay men in a position where they have to conceal their sexual identity as a 

means of survival or to escape stigmatizing experiences. Thus, in this chapter I have 

introduced the theoretical framework of stigma communication for exploring a shared 

meaning of how Black gay males communicate their experiences in their Black churches. 

In doing so, I centered power as a discursive function that helps to shape stigmatizing 

experiences. I then introduced intersectionality to explain the complexity of being gay, 

Black, and religious. These interdependent identities intersect and compete in ways that 

adversely shape the social realities for many Black gay men. 

 Notably, throughout this project, I used the terms gay and homosexual to refer to 

diverse sexualities that are non-heterosexual. Gay and homosexual are common terms 

used in contemporary literature on Black gay men who have sex with men. Similarly, 

although I used the terms African American and Black interchangeably, I realize that 

some people may prefer one term over the other. For this dissertation project, I remained 

open to better understand the participants' identities, preferred terms, and lived realities, 

and referred to them accordingly. 
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 Chapter Two begins with an overview of the Black Church's history as a staple in 

the African American community from slavery until now. I, then, offer a discussion on 

homosexuality in the Black Church as a byproduct of the slavery experience. Third, I 

discuss the possibility of mental illness due to homonegative messages that Black gay 

men receive from their Black Church and community. Next, I discuss stigma 

communication with a particular focus on how stigmas are constructed and managed. 

Fifth and finally, I conclude Chapter Two with a section on intersectionality and how 

Black feminist theorizing guided the present study. 

 Chapter Three provides a review of my philosophical commitments as both the 

researcher and the human instrument of this study. I then cover hermeneutic 

phenomenology, explaining why it is a useful theoretical framework and methodological 

approach for this dissertation project. Chapter Three also discusses the selection of this 

study’s participants, the use of interviews to gather qualitative data that include 

participants’ ages, preferred pronouns, years of current and former affiliation with the 

Black Church, religious denomination, church size, and information on church 

involvement. I conclude this chapter by discussing the data analysis, procedures, and 

limitations for collecting and reporting data on stigmatized populations.   

 Chapter Four covers the major themes that emerged from in-depth qualitative 

interviews with Black gay men in Black churches. These findings speak to this study 

participants' shared stigmatizing experiences but are presented thematically rather than by 

research question. Because multiple themes inform each research question differently, I 

discuss how the results answer the research questions that undergirded this dissertation 

study explicitly in Chapter Five.   
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 Chapter Five offers a discussion that directly addresses the research questions for 

this dissertation project. Further discussion in Chapter Five includes theoretical and 

pragmatic implications, ethical considerations for stigma communication research, 

method implications, study limitations, and future directions for communication research 

on Black gay men in the Black Church, before concluding this dissertation project. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In chapter two of this dissertation, I provide an in-depth history of the Black 

Church as the organizational site in which Black gay males’ stigmatizing experiences are 

explored. To begin, I discuss the history of African slaves in America and the use of 

Christianity for social control of these individuals. This discussion leads to consideration 

of how African Americans used Christianity to fit their own traditions that later led to the 

emergence of the Black Church. After defining the Black Church, I contend that the 

Black Church functions as an extension of family for African Americans, to provide 

structure to the social and political organizing of African Americans and to shape issues 

of importance in the African American community. This history of the early Black 

Church is important because it demonstrates how it became the most powerful institution 

in the African American community.  

 After providing a detailed history, I problematize the communicative efforts of the 

Black Church in reinforcing the status quo of gender and sexuality oppression. This then 

leads to a past account of Black churches distancing themselves from homosexuality as a 

form of resistance to perceived deviance. Today, homonegative messages and attitudes 

continue to create toxic environments for Black gay men who maintain their membership 

in Black Churches. Also, I discuss how mental illness is a common outcome of 

homonegative messages before concluding with a discussion on stigma communication 

as the very nature of homonegative messages. Finally, I offer an in-depth discussion on 

intersectionality—leading to my research questions. 
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History of the Black Church: From Slavery to a Staple in the African American 

Community 

The early 1700’s marked a period of racial oppression for Africans who were 

transported from their native homelands into the Western hemisphere, where they were 

enslaved and disconnected from their tradition, language, culture, and heritage (Fett, 

2010; Hall, 2009). During the transatlantic slave trade, White colonists introduced 

Christianity to Africans as a justification for slavery (Raboteau, 2001). Slaveowners 

found further use for Christianity as a form of social control, encouraging slaves to be 

obedient to their White masters and to serve earnestly to attain a place in Heaven 

(Erskine, 2014; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Raboteau, 2001). In other words, it was not 

uncommon for slave owners to use the Bible as a means to justify the bondage of slaves. 

By the Great Awakening of 1740, Christianity had become well established among the 

American slave population (Moore, 1991). 

African slaves shaped Christianity to fit their own lived experiences to become 

what is known as the Black Church. Frazier and Lincoln (1964) locates the first Black 

Church in Savannah, Georgia (a major slaveholding region) in 1779. The first 

independent Black Church, the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church 

denomination, was established in 1794. According to Lincoln and Mamiya (1990), the 

Black Church is an institution that represents the pluralism of seven Black American 

Protestant denominations in the United States, which include: (1) the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church, (2) the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, (3) the Christian 

Methodist Episcopal Church, (4) the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated, 

(5) the National Baptist Convention of America, Unincorporated, (6) the Progressive 
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National Baptist Convention, and (7) the Church of God in Christ. Douglas and Hopson 

(2001) further defined the Black Church as a Protestant “multitudinous community of 

churches, which are diversified by origin, denomination, doctrine, worshipping culture, 

spiritual expression, class, size, and other less obvious factors” (p. 96). In this sense, 

Black churches are not monolithic, but they differ from region to region (e.g., Northern 

vs. Southern churches, urban vs. rural areas), they are divided along social lines, and are 

composed of people from various economic backgrounds who maintain different 

philosophical beliefs. 

Having defined the Black Church as an institution, I contended that Black 

churches served three primary functions that led to their influence as the most powerful 

institution in the African American community. Below, I explained that Black churches: 

(a) functioned as an extension of family and community for African Americans, (b) 

provided structure to the social and political organizing—and resistance of the African 

American community, and (c) were instrumental in shaping issues of importance to the 

African American community, albeit not without tensions. A well-rounded understanding 

of the multi-faceted role that Black churches have historically played in the African 

American community is crucial because it brings to light the significance of religious 

organizing for many African Americans. It also provides a rich account as to why African 

Americans, particularly Black gay men, may find it difficult to disengage from their 

religious institutions. 

The Black Church as an Extension of Family and Community 

First, the Black Church functioned as an important extension of family and 

community for African Americans. Slavery resulted in the disarranging of African 
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families. Unbeknownst to Africans, slavery meant that they would be separated from 

their family members and subjected to inhumane treatment, including being forced to 

work grueling 12 to 15-hour days (Allen et al., 2010; Fett, 2010; Gaines, 2010; Hall, 

2009; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Smith, 2013). Slaveowners had little interest in 

safeguarding African families over the profits that came from slave labor (Cooper, 2015). 

As a result, families were divided one from another; husbands were separated from 

wives, mothers from children, brothers from sisters and so forth. This separation led to a 

flexible expansion of family for African slaves who had no choice but to locate family 

within their religious institutions and slave communities. The creation of kin-like 

relationships was particularly important to children in slavery, who were “formally or 

informally adopted when parents died or were sold” (Johnson, 1999, p. 373). To this day, 

it is not uncommon for African Americans to communicatively construct ideals of family 

with people whom they are biologically unrelated to (Braithwaite et al., 2010; Chatters et 

al., 1994; Galvin, 2006; Whitchurch & Dickson, 1999), within their respective churches 

and local communities. 

Black religion served as a functional family and the adhesive that held the slave 

community together (Raboteau, 2004). Prior to emancipation (1862-1865), Black 

churches led the way for slaves to exercise control over one aspect of their lives (Moore, 

1991); they created their own unique and distinctive forms of religious practice and held 

their own secret worship services, known as invisible institutions, in the backwoods and 

in designated areas of plantations (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Raboteau, 2004; Wright Jr. 

& Birchett, 2007). Slave plantations are best described as large farms in the colonies that 

were used to enforce the labor of slaves for harvesting farm produce for the purpose of 
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trading and exporting. Private worship was necessary for slaves who were not allowed to 

attend religious services in the same vicinity as Whites (see Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). 

Although the gathering of slaves for religious organizing was a constant source of 

concern to slave owners, these invisible institutions provided slaves moments of peace, 

and intimacy with God, family, and community (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). 

The Black Church provided structure for African slaves and their families by 

establishing community behavioral standards and setting social and religious agendas 

(Krause & Hayward, 2015). Historically, the Black Church came to represent the only 

form of the so-called freedoms guaranteed to other Americans by the Bill of Rights 

(Amendments I – X of the Constitution), which was important to the slave community 

who had been denied the opportunity to participate fully in the social affairs of the 

country during and post slavery (Barnes, 2005; Ellison & Sherkat, 1995; Lincoln & 

Mamiya, 1990). Moreover, the Black Church functioned as the primary means of support 

to Africans, serving as a school, a bank, a charitable society, a political organization, and 

a spiritual base (Carruthers et al., 2005; Jeries et al., 2008; Krause & Hayward, 2015; 

Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Raboteau, 2004; Smith et al., 2005). 

 Today, Black churches continue in their tradition of helping to redeem the soul of 

America, providing material benefits, religious organizing, and spiritual renewal to its 

members and more broadly, the African American community. Black churches offer a 

wide range of social services including meals and housing to homeless communities, 

housing for elderly persons, child care services, and healthcare screenings (Allen et al., 

2010; Calvert & Isaac-Savage, 2013). However, very little is known about how these 

services extend to Black gay men in the Black Church community. Within the confines of 
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this dissertation project, I took interest in the types of resources Black gay men draw on 

within their respective Black Churches as they communicate their experiences of 

stigmatization.  

In the next section, I demonstrated how the role of Black churches in the African 

American community has historically been communication for survival. The institution 

of the Black Church has been instrumental in communicatively organizing African 

Americans to rise above socially oppressive experiences. I provided insight into the 

societal conditions for African Americans during and post slavery, demonstrating the 

need for the Black Church beyond familial organizing. I contended that the second 

primary function of the Black Church was to provide social and political infrastructure 

for African Americans during the Reconstruction era, Jim Crow era, and the Civil Rights 

movement.   

The Black Church as Structure for Organizing for Resistance  

Black Churches played a crucial role in the social and political organizing of 

African Americans. The Reconstruction era (1867-1877) is a historical period where 

leaders of Black churches used religious sermons and personal theology to convince 

former male slaves to become registered voters, which positioned the Black Church as a 

political activist within the African American community (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). 

The preaching, organizing, fundraising and messaging of Black Church leaders resulted 

in the rise of Black voters and the election of two African American U.S. Congressmen 

(Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Black church leaders communicated messages on the 

importance of education and economic growth and for the first-time in American history, 

Blacks were represented in the political structure of America and their voting power 
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continued to increase due to the influence of Black churches. Unfortunately, changes in 

legislation in 1877 meant that African Americans’ rights to vote would be revoked as 

White republicans abandoned their efforts to obtain equal rights for African Americans. 

This change marked the end of the Reconstruction era and the beginning of Jim Crow era. 

 The Jim Crow era of American history saw the increasing importance of the 

Black Church as a refuge and haven for African Americans in an overtly hostile America. 

Black churches continued to preach promising messages to African slaves of a better life 

after death (Emerson & Smith, 2001). The Black Church was not a high-profile 

institution in American life during the early years of the 20th century. Many Southern 

Blacks fled north and west in what came to be known as the Great Migration in order to 

escape the horrible, sub-human conditions of the Jim Crow South, and they brought their 

churches with them (Lemann, 1991; Wilkerson, 2010). When African American soldiers 

returning from service in World War II declined to accept unequal treatment in the 

country they had fought to protect, the Black Church was a ready-made network waiting 

to support their drives for equality. The Black Church was the organizational matrix of 

the Civil Rights era. 

 The Civil Rights Movement (1954-1968) marks a period where, under the 

direction of Black churches, African Americans turned to nonviolent forms of protest to 

combat systemic patterns of racial segregation (Nelsen & Nelsen, 1975; Savage, 2008; 

Stanley, 1990). Leaders of Black churches upheld the responsibility of delivering 

powerful sermons and speeches on the confinements of a segregated society in ways that 

positioned Black male clergy as visible leaders of the movement (Pinn, 2002; Savage, 

2008). These leaders were also responsible for preparing and guiding congregants to 
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peacefully handle the brutality of a segregated society (Martin & McAdoo, 2007; Pinn, 

2006). The early efforts of the Black Church in leading the Civil Rights movement 

resulted in the banning of segregation in all public facilities and further demonstrated the 

Black Church’s ability to influence and improve quality of life for African American 

people.  

Given the multifaceted role Black churches played in African Americans’ social 

survival and in spearheading their participation in the social and political functions of 

America, Black churches had increased their power and influence in the African 

American community. Black Churches used their influence to establish community 

norms and to communicate issues of importance to the African American community. In 

what follows, I contended that the third and final primary function of the Black Church 

was to discursively shape issues of importance to the African American community. In 

doing so, I demonstrated how the Black Church has historically failed to explicitly 

communicate issues related to gender and sexuality in the African American community. 

The Black Church has since become more vocal on the topic but in stigmatizing ways.  

The Black Church as a Community Norm-setter: A Site of Tensions and Contradiction  

The Reconstruction era, Jim Crow era, and the Civil Rights movement illustrate 

how the Black Church has been at the forefront of norm-setting by communicating social 

issues of importance to the African American community. However, the role of the Black 

Church understood by scholars is not without contention. In what follows, I discussed 

how Black women who have been instrumental in the early organizing of the African 

American community remain underrepresented in church leadership. More importantly to 

this study’s aims, I discussed how Black churches’ early silence on topics of 
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homosexuality, in turn, communicated to Black gay people that they were not susceptible 

to diseases such as HIV and AIDS. This section demonstrated the extent to which Black 

churches historically communicated with gays, while also offering insight into how Black 

churches communicate with Black gay churchgoers today.   

Patriarchal Gender Roles. Gender roles in the Black Church are a fraught subject 

to this day. Historians Frazier and Lincoln (1964), Marx (1967), and Reed (1986), for 

instance, posited that the Black Church did very little to address gender inequality and, 

instead, reinforced the status quo of gender oppression due largely to patriarchal 

ideologies present within many Protestant Black churches (Barnes, 2005). The belief that 

only men can lead Black Churches and households remains a tense subject, especially for 

African American women who served as early leaders, making the Black Church the 

most powerful institution in the African American community (Gilkes, 2001; 

Higginbotham, 1993). From 1880 to 1920 (see Women’s Suffrage Movement), Black 

women took it upon themselves to infuse normative values and politics of respectability 

into the African American community; they taught motherhood classes, raised money to 

build schools, and shared whatever skills they had so that African Americans could be 

seen as social equals rather than subordinates to Whites (Gilkes, 2001; Higginbotham, 

1993). Today, African American women remain essential to the success of the Black 

Church, voluntarily serving in the form of: “soloists, ushers, nurses, church mothers, 

Sunday school teachers, missionaries, pastor’s aides, deaconesses, stewardesses, or 

prayer warriors” (Wiggins, 2005, p. 2). Despite the early leadership of women in the 

Black Church, they remain underrepresented in ministerial leadership to this day due to 

long held patriarchal beliefs. However African American men, who comprise less than 
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one-third of Black Churches total congregation, occupy a vast majority of pastoral and 

other leadership roles (Gilkes, 2001; Higginbotham, 1993). 

From Silence to Condemnation on Homosexuality. In the past, Black Churches 

have also been criticized for failing to use their influence to address the topic of 

homosexuality in the African American community, an equally important topic (Balaji et 

al., 2012). As Harris (2010) explained, Black Church leaders and congregants were 

reluctant to mention HIV even considering its prevalence in the African American 

community, lest they be perceived as condoning the behaviors associated with HIV 

transmission. The received silence from the pulpit on the topics of homosexuality, HIV, 

and AIDS was devastating to homosexuals and many of their loved ones. Many infected 

with the illness died. Given the Black Church’s historical role as “freedom fighter” in the 

African American community, there was an expectation from many that Black churches 

would advocate for African Americans suffering from AIDS (Harris, 2010). The 

silencing of Black churches during the HIV and AIDS epidemic led many African 

Americans to believe that they were not susceptible to HIV infection, further 

demonstrating the Black Church’s influence in setting cultural norms and issues of 

importance for the African American community. 

Black churches have since become more vocal with widespread messages from 

leaders encouraging homosexuals to seek deliverance from their sexual sin (Ward, 2005). 

Some leaders and members view HIV and AIDS as a punishment from God due to same-

sex relations being perceived as immoral (Higginbotham, 1993). These messages that 

condemn Black gay men increase their felt stigma and castigation (Lima et al., 1993), 

diminish their religious identity, and threaten the loss of cultural and historical resources 
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that are unique to the African American church community (Miller, 2000). Although 

Black gay men can rightfully choose to remove themselves from the stigmatizing 

environments of Black churches, the absence of religious affiliation is an important void 

for African American men (Fullilove & Fullilove, 1999; Woodyard et al., 2000). 

This section of the literature review offered a less popular, storied history of the 

Black Church that departs from a large body of literature that center Black churches as an 

organizational site of liberation for all African American people. On the one hand, I 

demonstrated Black churches’ influence in setting African American community norms. 

On the other hand, I highlighted how the Black Church has not always been a location of 

freedom from oppression for Black women and Black gay men. Black churches’ silence 

during the HIV and AIDS epidemic deemed issues pertaining to same-sex relations 

irrelevant (Harris, 2010). Thus, it can be argued that Black churches that have historically 

offered spiritual, social, and health benefits to the African American community, have 

not necessarily extended these same benefits to Black gay men as the social environments 

at many Black churches were characterized by homonegativity. This raises the question 

of “how do Black gay men experience stigmatization within their respective Black 

churches today?” In drawing closer to this research question, I offered a historical 

account on why Black churches felt the need to distance themselves from gay discourse. 

Homosexuality in the Black Church 

In this section, I contend that Black churches’ past silence on issues pertaining to 

Black gay men was a form of resistance in response to perceived deviance. I then explain 

how homosexuality has since been framed as a White person’s problem, non-existent in 

Black culture. And that by framing homosexuality as such, Black churches bred negative 
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attitudes toward African American individuals who identify as gay—often leading to 

their decision to closet their sexual identity.  

Black churches’ stance against homosexuality is not new. The condemnation of 

gay persons from the pulpit and the attempt of Black churches to maintain conservative 

values can be traced back to slavery. During periods of slavery, slave owners viewed 

Black bodies as hyper-sexualized objects and jezebels, lacking intellect, morals, or 

decency (Cooper, 2015; West, 2001). As Cooper (2015) explained, slavery “laid the 

foundation for the commodification and dehumanization of the Black body that was 

culturally, socially, and politically maintained for hundreds of years to come” (p. 21). 

White slave owners exercised their perceived right to sexually abuse their slaves, 

rendering Black bodies as disciplined objects to be bought and sold under the will of 

White men (Cooper, 2015). Because Black bodies were perceived as having no value by 

slave owners, the turning of slaves into transatlantic commodities was not perceived to be 

a violation or a question of morality. 

Since slavery, the Black Church has been attempting to reject historical ideals of 

Black bodies as objects (Gaines, 1996; Higginbotham, 1993). For Black churches, this 

meant taking a very conservative stance against all deviant forms of sexual behavior 

including pre-marital sex and birthing children out-of-wedlock (Mitchell, 2004). Black 

women took it upon themselves to communicate and to teach African Americans the 

politics of respectability (Higginbotham, 1993). As West (1997) pointed out, the Black 

Church and community was “unable to come to terms not just with homophobia, but all 

forms of human sexuality” (p. 13). The commodification of Black bodies led to the 
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framing of homosexuality as a White person’s issue in both the African American 

community and Black churches. 

Some scholars contend that homosexuality is a White person’s issue that was later 

introduced to African Americans by White people post colonization (Icard, 1986; Murray 

& Roscoe, 1998). As King (2004) posited, it is impossible to be both Black and gay in the 

African American community. For an African American, choosing to openly identify as 

homosexual comes at the expense of the individual being rejected from its community, its 

Church, and its social groups. Consequently, if homosexuality were to be tolerated in the 

African American community, it meant that gays needed to work at not making any part 

of their sexual orientation visible (Crawford et al., 2002). This presented a major conflict 

for Black gay people because failure to conceal one’s sexual identity meant that they 

would be ostracized from both the African American community and the Black Church.  

Negative attitudes toward homosexuals within the African American community 

and church are said to be linked to religious beliefs, internalized racism, and a perceived 

shortage of single heterosexual men (Green, 1994). Scholars have found that religious 

identifying persons display greater levels of negative attitudes toward gay people than 

non-religious persons (Herek & Capitanio, 1995; Horvath & Ryan, 2003). Homosexuals 

are often blamed for the erosion of traditional family structures (Griffin, 2000; Stanford, 

2013). Further, gay African Americans are more likely to experience rejection from 

family as an adverse outcome of their sexuality (Lee et al., 2017). Given the negative 

appraisal of homosexuals in Black churches and the African American community, 

individuals who have “gay feelings” have gone great lengths to “closet” their sexual 
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identity lest they be “driven out, denied, and reduced to silence” (Seidman, 2003; Valera 

& Taylor, 2010). 

Closeting can be understood as a communication process through which 

homosexuals navigate the revealing and disclosure of their invisible non-normative 

sexualities (McDonald et al., 2019; Snorton, 2014). Non-heterosexual identities are 

defined by the closet (Adams, 2011). As McDonald et al. (2019) posited, because 

“heterosexuality is the presumed norm in most contexts, recognizing one’s homosexual 

identity automatically closets individuals, who must then negotiate when, whether, to 

whom, and how to disclose this information” (p. 3). Black gay men may be hesitant to 

disclose their sexuality in Black churches’ due to their longstanding position against 

homosexuality (Cohen, 1999; Harris, 2010; Kinder & Sanders, 1996). Thus, Black gay 

men may choose to portray themselves as members of a normative group (i.e., 

heterosexual) or to hide their homosexual identity (Goffman, 1963; Spradlin, 1998)—

making important aspects of their lives invisible. 

The “closeted” metaphor has been widely addressed in literature on Black men 

who have sex with men and their increased susceptibility to HIV and AIDS as a result of 

homonegative messages (Valera & Taylor, 2010). Scholars have explored: HIV 

prevention and care interventions among Black men who have sex with men (Levy et al., 

2015); Black gay men’s condom use during their first same-sex experience (Arrington‐

Sanders et al., 2016); Black male incarceration and its relation to Black men who have 

sex with men (Brewer et al., 2014); religiosity and spirituality influences on Black men 

engagement in sexual behaviors (Smallwood et al., 2017); and how Black youth reconcile 

tension between their racial, religious, and sexual identities (Barnes & Collins, 2019; 
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Quinn & Dickson-Gomez, 2016). In a study conducted by Nelson et al. (2016), a key 

finding was that childhood religious affiliations that discourage same-sex relations were 

associated with an increased likelihood of HIV infection among Black men. However, 

researchers have yet to communicatively explore how Black gay men experience 

stigmatization in relation to their membership in the Black Church. This is important 

because literature explains that in spite of Black church leaders’ use of biblical scriptures 

to support their stance against homosexuality (Miller, 2007), Black gay men remain 

actively involved in their Black churches (Fullilove & Fullilove, 1999). Consideration of 

how Black gay men manage the cognitive dissonance of belonging to a group that speaks 

against their identity leads to a discussion of research on how mental illness may be 

associated with homonegative messages.  

Mental Illness as an Outcome of Homonegative Messaging 

 According to Goldman and Grob (2006), mental illness refers to all diagnosable 

health conditions that are characterized by alterations in thinking, mood, or behavior 

associated with distress and/or impaired functioning including depression, posttraumatic 

stress disorder, schizophrenia, suicidal tendencies, etc. (p. 738). Black gay men who 

constantly receive homonegative messages from their church, families, and community 

are at increased risk of mental illness. 

When compared to heterosexual men, gay males experience increased mood and 

anxiety disorders and substance use (Bostwick et al., 2010; McCabe et al., 2009); are 

reportedly more suicidal in their lifetime (McCarthy et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2015); and 

have greater risks of family rejection, systemic discrimination and internalized 

homonegativity (Lee et al., 2017). Internalized homonegativity, which is more common 
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among non-White homosexual men than among White homosexual men, refers to 

negative social attitudes about homosexuality toward the self that lead to a devaluation of 

oneself (Berg et al., 2016; Chard et al., 2015). For religious, Black gay men, mental 

illness and internalized homonegativity present an additional layer of concern because 

there are strong stigmas tied to mental illness in the African American community 

(Payne, 2008; Ward et al., 2009; Williams & Justice, 2010). 

Within the African American community, individuals who suffer from mental 

illness experience feelings of shame and guilt and are perceived to be “crazy,” 

“emotionally weak,” and persons who must be medicated and isolated for the overall 

good and safety of society (Shattell & Brown, 2017; Ward et al., 2009; Williams & 

Justice, 2010). Scholars pointed out that existing stigmas and a lack of awareness of 

mental illness are primary barriers to treatment in the African American community 

(Ward et al., 2009). Furthermore, in the context of the Black Church, individuals with 

mental health concerns are perceived to be spiritually flawed (Dempsey et al., 2016; 

Payne, 2008) and thus, instead of seeking mental health treatment, churchgoers turn to 

prayer (Ward et al., 2009). Mental health stigmas associated with homosexuality can 

make it difficult for Black gay men to seek help and even amplify their experiences of 

stigmatization in the Black Church (Corrigan et al., 2014). Because I seek to make 

meaning of how Black gay males communicate their experiences of and management of 

stigma, I re-visit stigma communication in the next section.  
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The Nature of Homonegative Messaging: Sexuality Stigma as a Communicative 

Process 

As briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, I assert that stigma is a communication and 

social process with a particular focus on the communicative construction of sexuality 

stigma, the affective outcomes of sexuality stigma, and stigma management 

communication strategies. 

According to Goffman (1963), stigma is a social process where individuals and/or 

groups are othered, devalued, or discriminated against in ways that deny their full 

acceptance into society based on their affiliation with a deeply discrediting mark or 

attribute, such as homosexuality. Drawing on Goffman’s stigma theory, sexuality stigma 

is concerned with the unique social stigma experienced by gay identifying individuals 

and it seeks to perpetuate the belief that non-heterosexuals are inferior to heterosexuals 

who are viewed as “normals” in society (Herek, 2007). Importantly, sexuality stigma is 

contextual and relies on the social transmission of negative stereotypes concerning people 

who are gay to be passed through a community to where their discrediting identity 

becomes a publicly shared image of the disgrace (Goffman, 1963; Herek, 2007; Smith & 

Applegate, 2018; Smith et al., 2016). In American society, openly gay people often 

experience status loss because their sexuality and behaviors are not considered to be 

socially acceptable (Frost & Meyer, 2009). Thus, power distances between heterosexuals 

and homosexuals are largely unequal (Allen, 2011; Herek, 2006; Orbe & Harris, 2001).  

While we know that sexuality stigma is a social process, key to this discussion is 

how sexuality stigma is communicatively constructed through messaging. In her Stigma 

Communication Theory (SCT), Smith (2007) explained that stigma messages contain 
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four specific types of content: marks, labels, responsibility, and peril. First, a 

stigmatizing message may contain a mark or cue that categorizes an individual into a 

discredited group. Second, a label is affixed on an individual and/or group in a way that 

brings attention to one’s stigma. Third, the content of a message pinpoints the person(s) 

responsible for placement of and affiliation with a stigmatized group. Fourth and finally, 

a stigmatizing message illustrates the peril or dangers associated with the stigma. Smith 

(2007) explained that stigma messages produce affective responses such as feelings of 

fear, anger, and disgust in ways that create a separation between societal “normals” and 

individuals who are negatively marked through stigma communication. For example, in a 

study by Smith (2012) that explored perceptions of infectious disease messages, she 

found that uninfected publics began to isolate themselves from individuals who were 

infected with a disease due to fear of negative outcomes. Similar to the outcomes of this 

study, Black gay men who are infected with HIV and AIDS might experience isolation. 

An understanding of the communicative construction of stigmas is important because 

sexuality stigma can inform the ways in which Black gay males experience stigma in the 

Black Church.     

Herek (2007) contended that there are three manifestations of sexuality stigma: 

the enacted, felt, and internalized. More specifically, stigma is (1) enacted through overt 

anti-gay behavior including discrimination and violence against gays or those perceived 

to be gay. Enacted stigma can significantly impact the physical and mental health of the 

target of the stigma. But it also impacts non-stigmatized others by reinforcing the norms 

of a society (Herek, 2007). Felt stigma is the perceived likelihood by persons who belong 

to a stigmatized group that a stigmatizing experience will happen to them (Herek, 2007). 
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As a stigma management strategy, people who have a discredited identity often try to 

avoid stigmatizing experiences that amplify their felt stigma (Herek, 1995). However, 

avoiding stigma can be especially difficult for religious, Black gay men whose affiliation 

with Black churches is historically and culturally significant. Finally, internalized 

homophobia refers to an individual’s acceptance of sexuality stigma to the extent that it 

causes the person to develop negative attitudes and feelings about their sexual orientation 

(Herek, 2007). 

 As an extension to Smith’s (2007) work on stigma messaging, Meisenbach 

(2010a) developed a theoretical Stigma Management Communication (SMC) model. She 

suggested that the responsive attitude of a person who receives a stigmatizing message 

will determine the management strategy they turn to. From her perspective, stigma as a 

communication process is deeply contextual. Meisenbach’s (2010a) stigma strategies 

include: accepting (e.g., passively accepting, apologizing, isolating oneself), avoiding 

(e.g., hiding/denying mark, distancing oneself from the stigma), evading responsibility 

(e.g., claiming provocation or defeasibility), reducing offensiveness (e.g., bolstering, 

refocusing, reframing), denying (e.g., providing evidence), and ignoring the stigma 

message (e.g., openly displaying the stigma as a form of challenge to the stigma 

message). Within this dissertation project, I am particularly interested in the types of 

stigma management strategies Black gay men draw on as they communicate their 

experiences of stigmatization in the Black Church. Because Black gay men embody 

multiple oppressive identities that are shaped through stigma communication processes, I 

explore the ways in which these stigmas intersect. 
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Intersecting stigmas explain how people experience marginalization and 

discrimination due to multiple stigmatized identities (e.g. race, sexual orientation, mental 

illness; Bowleg, 2012; Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991, 1995). It is not an individual's 

intersecting identities that create marginalization but rather the social positions, 

privileges, power, and oppression associated with their multiple stigmatized identities 

that contribute to inequalities (Bauer, 2014).  

I argue that Black gay men can experience a triple jeopardy in that they are 

stigmatized on the basis of their race, sexuality, and mental health status—all of which 

shape their experiences in the Black Church. I further contend that Black gay men have 

identities that compete with and are in constant negotiation with one another (e.g., 

religious identity and homosexual identity). Thus, this dissertation project, which aims to 

provide a shared meaning as to how Black gay men experience stigmatization in the 

Black Church, considers how all of these interdependent identities work together to shape 

their experiences. Given this focus, I next delve deeper into the theory of 

intersectionality, leading to the research question. 

Intersectionality: A Deeper Dig into the Closed Doors of Homonegative Messaging 

for Black Gay Men 

 This dissertation is grounded in the tenants of intersectionality. Kimberlé 

Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality to address the marginalization of 

Black women whose lived experiences were excluded from antidiscrimination laws and 

mainstream feminist theory (Cole, 2009; Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1995; Nash, 2008). 

The women's rights movements often attended exclusively to the concerns of White 

women while ignoring those of Black women. Crenshaw (1989) explained that being 
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“Black” and “female” is a double-bind for Black women who are not afforded the 

privileges of being White or male. In other words, Black women are socially positioned 

at the intersection of multiple oppressive identities that interlock in ways that shape their 

lived experiences (Bowleg & Bauer, 2016; Carbado et al., 2013; Cole, 2009). The 

emergence of intersectionality as an area of study provided a means for investigating 

structures of domination and the complex social positioning of Black women who had 

not been considered in the past.  

 The central tenant of intersectionality is that social identities are not independent 

but rather interdependent and collective (Crenshaw, 1989). Each social identity an 

individual possesses has varying degrees of power and privilege in society. Prior to 

intersectionality, scholars turned to a single categorical axis (e.g., race only or gender 

only) or a comparative approach (e.g., comparing Black women with White women) to 

explore issues of discrimination (Crenshaw, 1989, 1995; Thomas et al., 2008). However, 

Crenshaw (1989) contended that such an approach failed to account for the full and true 

realities of Black women whose multiple identities are so intertwined they cannot be 

separated (Cole, 2009). Rather than to assume that all Black women experience their 

identities in the same way, intersectionality posits that Black women experience their 

identities differently depending on their social location within their respective institution. 

 The use of intersectionality theory goes beyond Black women’s oppression at the 

intersection of race and gender. Social science disciplines have since turned to 

intersectionality as an interdisciplinary theory to study the multiplicative components of 

one’s experience of oppression related to their multiple marginalized identities. While 

few organizational communication scholars have engaged intersectionality theorizing, a 
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few noteworthy exceptions are McDonald (2015), Dougherty et al. (2017), and 

McDonald et al. (2019). 

 In 2015, McDonald demonstrated a need for studies that attend to intersectionality 

in organizational communication research to better understand the ways in which 

difference is a constitutive feature of organizational life. Although intersectionality is not 

being operationalized in this piece, McDonald (2015) pinpointed that a key challenge to 

doing so is complexity around how to explore multiple intersecting identities. Instead, 

queer theory is offered as an underexplored contribution to organizational communication 

theorizing about difference. Specifically, McDonald (2015) argued that queer theory 

explicitly celebrates non-normative and stigmatized differences by promoting a politics in 

which all forms of normativity are contested and challenged. Moreover, the role of power 

is considered because some categories of difference (i.e., heterosexuality) are privileged 

and deemed normal, whereas others, such as homosexuality remain stigmatized and non-

normative (Allen, 2011; Orbe & Harris, 2001). Beyond providing a new framework for 

theorizing difference, this piece urged organizational communication scholars to think 

intentionally about how intersectional studies can be explored.  

 In 2017, Dougherty et al. (2017) qualitatively explored how social class intersects 

with other identities in ways that amplify the unemployment experience. The authors 

operationalized intersectionality as interaction between categories of difference with a 

particular focus on intersecting racial, social class, and employment stigmas. Dougherty 

et al. (2017) offered a “three-tier iterative analytical process designed to move the 

analysis through description (tier one), to interpretation (tier two), to critique (tier three)” 

(p. 501). The critique step focused specifically on larger social processes of power and 
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control within the data, allowing for a critical interpretation. The authors found that the 

upper-class unemployed individuals were viewed as being voluntarily, leading to 

negative perceptions of them being viewed as enjoying unearned privilege. Differently, 

the lower-class unemployed person was seen as having lazily made bad choices. 

However, the upper-class person experienced a minimized form of unemployment stigma 

that was countered by their social economic status, while their lower-class counterpart 

experienced an amplified stigma.  

 In 2019, McDonald et al. developed a critical approach to the communication 

process of closeting, proposing a new way of exploring intersectionality in 

communication studies. They argued that most communication research should focus less 

on the intersecting categories (i.e., race, gender) themselves but the communication 

processes of disclosure and closeting around intersecting identities to better understand 

the ways in which some identities are stigmatized more than others. They further argued 

for consideration of how disclosure is contextual and how an individual may reveal and 

claim their identity in certain settings, while keeping that same identity closeted in others. 

Taken together, these scholars offer a promising new direction for studies on 

intersectionality in organizational communication research.  

In the context of this dissertation project, intersectionality theory and stigma 

communication scholarship both demonstrate how power dynamics shape Black gay men 

experiences in the Black Church. Given the demonstrated importance of the Black 

Church in African Americans lives, my research questions are as follows:  

RQ1) How do Black gay men experience stigma in Black Church organizing?  

RQ2) How do Black gay men cope with and manage their felt stigma?  
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RQ3) What role does mental health play in the experiences of Black gay men in 

Black Church organizing?  

RQ4) How do power and stigma interact in the experiences of Black gay men in 

Black Church organizing? 
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CHAPTER 3: PLAN OF INQUIRY 

 I have titled Chapter Three “Plan of Inquiry” because, as Josselson and Lieblich 

(2003) noted, a method section often alludes to a focus on the procedural aspects of a 

study rather than on how a researcher thinks about the question(s) explored. I begin this 

chapter by reviewing the purpose of this research study and explaining my philosophical 

commitments as both the researcher and the human instrument of this study. I then offer a 

discussion on the value of qualitative research methods before providing an overview of 

hermeneutic phenomenology. Specifically, I explain why it is a useful theoretical 

framework and methodological approach for this dissertation project. Finally, I discuss 

study participants, the research setting, data collection procedures, organizing, and 

analysis techniques that I employed to complete this qualitative hermeneutic 

phenomenological research study. 

Purpose of the Research Study  

This hermeneutic phenomenological research project takes a communication 

approach to construct a phenomenon and make meaning of Black gay men shared lived 

experience as current and former members of Black churches. I asked research 

participants to participate in in-depth interviews where they communicated their 

individual stigmatizing experiences and obstacles they saw as restricting their lived 

realities. I hoped to empower Black Church leaders and members to create more inclusive 

religious organizations that are welcoming of non-heterosexual sexualities.  

Philosophical Commitments 

 According to Creswell (2007), “Qualitative research begins with assumptions, a 

world view, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems 
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inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” 

(p. 37). As a critical-interpretivist and applied organizational communication scholar 

(Deetz, 1996), I endeavor to provide a shared meaning of how Black gay men experience 

Black Church organizing. In doing so, I acknowledged that my ontological, 

epistemological, and axiological assumptions inevitably informed my research questions, 

how to conduct this research project, and how to interpret its findings. 

I began this dissertation with the intent to advocate for and give a voice to Black 

gay men who are largely ignored in communication studies research. Specifically, I 

sought to identify, contest, and help to solve societal imbalances shaped by larger 

systems of power that privilege normative identities (i.e., White, Heterosexual) and 

marginalize stigmatized identities (i.e., Black, Homosexual) (see Allen, 2011; Creswell, 

2013; Deetz, 1996; Orbe & Harris, 2001). I further challenged dominant social structures 

and behaviors that create unequal lived experiences for vulnerable populations. Deetz 

(1996) and Mumby (1997) referred to this critical paradigmatic view as a “discourse of 

suspicion.” As a critical-interpretivist researcher, I argue that meaning exists and is made 

present through the interpretation of Black gay men's communicative realities in the 

Black Church.  

 I believe that reality is communicatively and socially constructed (ontological 

stance) in making known my philosophical commitments. Knowledge is continuously 

negotiated within cultures, social settings, and relationships with other people 

(epistemological stance). I further believe that a single phenomenon can have multiple 

interpretations rather than a single truth and that research can never be truly objective or 

value-free (Creswell, 2013). Thus, my axiological stance is that my values play a central 
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role in shaping both the analysis and interpretation of the communicative stigmatizing 

experiences shared with me by research participants.  

In the next section, I explain the value of qualitative research methods before 

discussing my positionality with specific consideration of the ethical issues involved in 

this project. I then explain how a hermeneutic phenomenological research approach is 

useful for addressing the research questions that guide this work.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research Methods 

 As Tracy (2013) explained, qualitative research methods are different from a 

quantitative research design because rather than beginning with a general theory and 

making guesses on the basis of the theory before conducting research to confirm or 

disconfirm a theory, qualitative research looks at specific interactions to conceptualize 

general patterns from observations in order to make tentative claims and draw 

conclusions. It provides insight into cultural activities that might otherwise be missed in 

structured surveys or experiments. Qualitative research methods enable the researcher to 

access taken-for granted understandings of culture by seeing and hearing what people 

actually say and do in a specific context (Tracy, 2013). Qualitative research was 

especially useful in this study that explored how Black gay men experience Black 

churches because racialized minorities in religious organizations may operate under 

different social protocols that can challenge the disclosure of their multiple oppressive 

identities (Ross, 2005). Moreover, the opportunity to engage in field research can lead to 

close and trusting relationships that encourage a level of disclosure unparalleled in self-

reports. 
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 There are three distinctive qualities of qualitative research methods: self-

reflexivity, context, and thick description (Tracy, 2013). Self-reflexivity refers to the 

careful consideration of how a researcher’s past experiences, points of view, and roles 

impact their interactions with, and interpretations of the research scene (p. 2). From this 

perspective, both the “mind and body” serve as research instruments or analytical 

resources of one’s own subjectivity where the researcher cannot separate oneself from the 

research process. In addition to self-reflexivity, context specificity is valued in qualitative 

research. Specifically, qualitative research is interwoven in a particular context, and it is 

the researcher’s role to become immersed in a scene to make sense of it. Lastly, thick 

description contributes to the credibility of a research study through extensive accounts, 

portrayals, and depictions of interactions and communicative processes as they occur 

through data collection. In order to illustrate data’s complexity, the researcher must 

provide enough detail that readers may come to their own conclusion about the scene. 

As the researcher and human instrument of this dissertation project, I realize that 

my assumptive stance, knowledge, and experiences all inform my interpretation of the 

lived stigmatizing experiences communicated to me by Black gay men in the Black 

Church. Thus, it is important that I make known my assumptive stance. I grounded this 

dissertation project in the tenants of intersectionality. Intersectionality was coined by 

Crenshaw (1989) to address the marginalization of Black women who were excluded 

from antidiscrimination laws in organizational environments (Crenshaw, 1989). She 

argued that Black women experienced a double bind being that legal policies, at the time, 

only allowed for the filing of employment discrimination on the basis of race or gender 
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inequality. However, early anti-discrimination policies had not taken into account that 

Black women are both “black” and “female”—two marginalized identities.  

Drawing on Crenshaw’s (1989) Black feminist theorizing, I entered into this study 

with an assumption that Black gay men in the Black Church have similar experiences of 

marginalization and discrimination based on their Black race and homosexual identities. I 

further contended that their non-heterosexual identity competes with the religious values 

of most Black Churches, contributing to their experiences of oppression. From a critical 

perspective, I had suspicion about the ways in which power is hidden yet manifests in the 

communicative realities of Black gay men who experience stigma in the Black Church. 

In addition to my assumptive stance, my knowledge and experience informed how 

I interpreted my participants’ experiences in Black Church organizing. Although I share 

multiple identities with my research participants in that I am Black, male, and a 

socialized member of one particular non-denominational Black Church, during data 

collection I identified as heterosexual and maintained my status as a minister within his 

church. I considered himself to be spiritual as opposed to religious in that I took interest 

in my personal relationship with and connection to God rather than my participation in 

routine religious organizing (i.e., church service, Sunday school, bible study).  

Ethical Considerations in Qualitative Research 

Because stigmas are difficult to treat or prevent, there is an increasing need to 

research stigmatized conditions (Millum et al., 2019). In doing so, I acknowledge 

research participants' vulnerability and that my status as a ministerial leader can represent 

a key source of their experienced stigma in the Black Church. Also, I was aware of the 

sensitivity relating to ethnic/racial and religious issues. Thus, a consideration of ethical 
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conduct was essential to this dissertation project. There are three primary ways that I 

attended to ethical concerns in this study. 

First, to be attentive to Black gay men's vulnerabilities in the Black Church, it was 

vital for me to be mindful of how my prejudices and assumptions might negatively 

impact this research. To understand where I stood on the subject, I jotted down a list of 

words that come to mind when I think about Black gay men. I thought about individuals 

whom I knew to be gay, and I wrote words such as “talented, loyal, open-minded, 

fashionable, sarcastic, and creative.” I realized how almost all of the words I wrote 

emerged from my positive experiences with Black gay men. I later realized that none of 

the words on my list referred to Black gay men as God-fearing, religious, or spiritual, 

even though the Black gay men that I know are all heavily involved and committed to 

their Black Church communities.  

In my attempt to identify any negative bias I had regarding non-heterosexual 

identities, I contacted a close friend whom I felt I could trust and shared my dissertation 

topic. He, whom I refer to as Derrick, also held a Black Church leadership position. 

However, he and I had been able to talk transparently in the past about our struggle with 

fornication in heterosexual relationships, so I felt comfortable having the conversation. 

Surprisingly, Derrick expressed his disapproval of this work and condemned me for, in 

his words, supporting a lifestyle that goes against the plan of God. Derrick and I had 

spent nearly an hour going back and forth about why I felt it is important for Black gay 

men to be fully accepted in the Black Church when he asked me a question that left me 

without words, he asked, “as a licensed minister, would you marry a same-sex couple?” 

Derrick’s question was important because I could explain my position as a social activist 
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and researcher. However, I had not taken the time to sit with and reflect on my personal 

bias regarding same-sex marriage. At the time, I could not confidently answer “yes” to 

the question. Derrick later took to Facebook and started to post what I felt were indirect 

messages toward me, but messages of condemnation of gays in the Black Church and 

society. At that moment, I grappled to understand whether I was qualified to undergo this 

necessary research, and I realized that doing so could result in me being written off or 

removed from the Black Church. I was able to talk through these concerns with one of 

my committee members, who encouraged me to take the time to journal and reflect in 

that moment until my spirit was at peace with the decision.  

I thought deeply about this research's overarching goal and how the negative 

stigma towards gayness led to my hesitation to start this project, which would have 

perpetuated the silencing of Black gay men's voices. This reality and realizing that my 

moments of internalized fear of removal from the Black Church and family can be an 

everyday struggle for Black gay men provided the momentum I needed to embark on this 

work.  

Second, I attended to ethical concerns in this study by carefully thinking through 

each stage of the research process to identify potential risks or concerns. Each research 

participant must understand the aim and scope of the research project. Thus, informed 

consent is a necessary component as it clearly and understandably outlined the important 

details of this dissertation project. As noted by Creswell (2007), “to gain support from 

participants, a qualitative researcher conveys to participants that they are participating in 

a study, explains the purpose of the study, and does not engage in deception about the 

nature of the study” (p. 142). Consent to participate in this study was verbal, and thus 
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there was no need to keep these forms. However, I informed participants of their ability 

to withdraw from the research study without penalty.  

I was aware of confidentiality risks associated with where the research interviews 

were conducted and the need to prioritize participants' safety. Therefore, I asked 

participants to identify a pseudonym and a private location suitable for their disclosure. 

However, an ethical concern that I had not considered was the risk of asking friends and 

colleagues to forward my research call to individuals and groups they knew who met this 

dissertation study's requirements. I forwarded my recruitment call through email, 

Facebook messenger, and text message, and many of the replies I got back were 

questions about how to communicate or navigate the conversation. One of my peers, in 

particular, mentioned that she knew a Black gay male, but because he had only “come 

out” to her, she did not want his disclosure to be a re-triggering event nor a sense of 

obligation. Shortly after, I sent a follow-up communication asking people not to put 

themselves in a situation they were uncomfortable with and refrain from sending the 

recruitment letter to individuals who had not explicitly and openly communicated their 

non-heterosexuality. 

Similarly, an acquaintance of mine disclosed in a reply that he was gay and 

willing to participate in this research project. These were situations that I had not 

prepared for, and I grappled to understand how to attend to this disclosure appropriately. 

After a brief period of thought and reflection, I called my acquaintance and celebrated 

with him. From an ethical perspective, I thought about the risks of taking a snowballing 

approach to recruiting study participants from stigmatized groups. I thought about the toll 

and potential discomfort of asking others to identify Black gay men who are current and 
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former members of Black Churches and how this process could reveal participants to the 

referrer, based on some knowledge of that data that shows up in the final product. I asked 

study participants to be mindful of any specific places, names, and references that can be 

revealing to the person(s) who recommended their participation. Although this may have 

filtered their responses, it was of most importance that I safeguarded the confidentiality 

of all research participants. 

Third and finally, I realized that by simply asking Black gay males to 

communicate their lived stigmatizing experiences in their respective Black churches, it 

reinforced their felt stigma and could lead to painful and undesirable memories. Thus, I 

expressed to participants my interest in bringing to light their experiences in the Black 

Church so that Black Church leaders and members can understand how they contribute to 

this group's oppressive and stigmatizing experiences. Throughout the data collection and 

analysis process, I encouraged participants to make known any discomfort, and I 

informed them of their right to withdraw from participating in this research project 

without penalty. While I did not observe or feel a sense of discomfort, there were many 

times when participants shed tears in sharing their stories. In such instances, I offered 

each participant the option to stop the interviewing process to attend to their emotional 

well-being. I assured participants in this study that they were not responsible for the 

discriminatory actions of others toward them. Participants in this study re-assured me that 

the interview allowed for healing because almost all of them had never felt comfortable 

enough or been asked to share their experiences in Black churches.  
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Having discussed the qualitative research value, researcher positionality, and 

ethical considerations, I now turn to a specific subset of the qualitative inquiry: 

Phenomenology. 

Phenomenological Research Design 

 Phenomenological research methodology seeks to understand individuals' shared 

commonalities of a particular lived experience or phenomenon as communicated by 

persons living the experience first-hand (Creswell & Poth, 2018; van Manen, 1990). In 

other words, phenomenological research is a reflective and inductive methodology that 

looks to provide insight into a person's past and lived experiences as they recollect them 

(Vagle, 2014). Thus, phenomenology explicates the meaning people attribute to their 

lived experiences, focusing not solely on what they experience but how they experience it 

(Lewis & Staehler, 2010). Organizational communication scholars have used a 

phenomenological research design to better understand: 

1. the experience of emotions at work (Dougherty & Drumheller, 2006); 

2. individuals' experience of discovering and following one's calling (Conklin, 

2007); and 

3. the essential, common elements of female breadwinners in the eastern and 

midwestern United States and how they discursively construct their gendered 

identities (Meisenbach, 2010b). 

As such, I contend that a phenomenological research design is suitable for this 

dissertation, which seeks to explore how Black gay men experience the Black Church 

where its members are expected to organize around hetero or “normal” ideals of sexuality 

(Compton & Dougherty, 2017). 
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In phenomenological research, a researcher must understand the world in which 

the experience occurred, as described by the participant. According to Creswell and Poth 

(2018), a phenomenological study typically engages a relatively small number of 

individuals who experienced the same phenomenon, ideally ranging from 3 to 15 people. 

I sought to understand Black gay men's world and their stigmatizing experiences in the 

Black Church through in-depth interviews, which is a common means to data collection 

in a phenomenological study. Other forms of data collection include poems, observations, 

and documents (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Polkinghorne, 1989). 

Researchers often employ one of two well-known types of phenomenology: (1) 

transcendental phenomenology and (2) hermeneutic phenomenology. Transcendental 

phenomenology is known as pure descriptive phenomenology founded by German 

philosopher Edmund Husserl (Reiners, 2012). Husserl sought to capture the universal or 

pure essence of phenomenon under the notion that researchers can suspend their 

experiences, preconceptions, and judgment through epoche, otherwise known as a 

process of bracketing (Giorgi, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). The term universal essence refers 

to shared qualities of a phenomenon among those who have lived the same experience 

and, as such, need to be generalized in order to contribute to the science (Vagle, 2014). 

Husserl believed that a researcher could bracket oneself out of the study by making 

known and setting aside their personal experience, bias, and judgment with the 

phenomenon to focus purely on the participants' experiences in the study. Because 

transcendental idealism takes an interest in the researcher suspending all judgments, 

applying a theoretical or pragmatic framework would contradict the goal of capturing a 

pure phenomenon. 
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Transcendental phenomenology follows a structured set of analytical procedures. 

The procedures for transcendental phenomenology include: (1) bracketing out one's 

experience and collecting data from individuals who have experienced the phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994); (2) Intuiting or approaching the phenomenon 

from a fresh perspective (Finlay, 2009) which involves “remaining open to the meanings 

attributed to the phenomenon by those who have experienced it” (Polit & Beck, 2008, p. 

228); (3) analyzing the data by reducing the information to significant statements or 

quotes, combining the statements into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994); 

and (4) developing a textual description (i.e., emotions/feelings) and structural 

description (how participants experienced it in terms of conditions, situations, or context) 

of participant experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). A combination of 

textual description and structural description conveys the overall essence of the 

experience. 

Different from transcendental phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology was 

founded by Martin Heidegger as an interpretive approach to phenomenology. Heidegger 

was a student of Husserl's who proposed that the meaning of phenomenological 

description lies in interpretation and that a researcher is integral to the research. One's 

previous understanding and knowledge inform that interpretation (van Manen, 1990). An 

interpretive approach to phenomenology assumes that researchers cannot completely 

bracket out their own experience because we are always in a world with others and, 

therefore, bracketing is rejected (Groenewald, 2004). Hermeneutic phenomenology 

further emphasizes the co-construction of interpretation between both the researcher and 

participant because all humans share context, culture, and language (Lopez & Willis, 
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2004; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Moreover, researchers can develop a better 

understanding and meaning of a phenomenon when considering their own life 

experiences. 

In this dissertation project, I turned to hermeneutic phenomenology as my 

theoretical framework because it aligns closely with my paradigmatic views as a critical-

interpretive scholar. Specifically, I am interested in how power is enacted in 

straightforward and less apparent ways in shaping participants' stigmatizing experiences 

in the Black Church. Further, hermeneutic phenomenology allows for considering how 

intersecting oppressive identities work in concert to shape Black gay male experiences 

because it does not take an interest in the researcher suspending all judgments.  

Since I am interested in hermeneutic phenomenology, I employed the 

Hermeneutic circle (van Manen, 1990). To gain a deeper understanding of Black gay 

males' experience of sexuality stigmas, I revisited the interview text, analyzing it through 

the lens of my own experiences. This cyclical process continued until no new meaning or 

themes emerged, which is called saturation. Hermeneutic phenomenology focuses on 

investigating commonalities that emerge from the participant interviews as they 

communicate their lived experiences. This analytical process is best described as the 

interplay among six research activities: (1) the researcher turns to a phenomenon, an 

“abiding concern”; (2) the researcher investigates experiences as they are lived; (3) the 

researcher reflects on essential themes while employing reflexivity; (4) the researcher 

writes a description of the phenomenon; (5) the researcher maintains a strong relation to 

the topic of inquiry; and (6) the researcher engages in an interpretive process to extract 
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meaning (van Manen, 1990). In what follows, I explain the method I employed to 

complete this hermeneutic phenomenological research study. 

Method 

 In this study, I used a hermeneutic phenomenological research approach to 

investigate Black gay men's stigma experiences in the Black Church. In what follows, I 

discuss how I procedurally conducted this research study. I begin with a discussion about 

this study’s participants and my approach to participant recruitment. Then, I introduce 

interviewing as my primary data collection method and explain how I analyzed data 

using a three-tier iterative method proposed by Dougherty et al. (2017). Finally, I 

conclude with a review of the validation techniques used to ensure this research's quality 

and credibility. 

Study Participants and Recruitment 

 In a qualitative phenomenological research study, the researcher must attend to a 

careful selection of participants to ensure they have experienced the same phenomenon 

under study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The participants interviewed and selected for this 

study consisted of 20 Black identifying gay males aged 19 to 69, who are current or 

former Black Church members that ranged from 30 to 10,000 people in membership size. 

Although all study participants identified as gay, two of the Black gay men indicated that 

they were sexually involved with women to some capacity but did not feel that they could 

identify as bisexual because nonbinary sexualities are not an option within the Black 

Church. Of the 20 participants in this study, eight were located in the Midwest, eight on 

the East Coast, two on the West Coast, and two in the Southern United States. See 

Appendix A for a Demographic Table about individual participants. 
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 Upon receiving approval from the University of Missouri Investigational Review 

Board (IRB), I recruited participants primarily through Facebook and Bigo social media 

sites. Although social media is a relatively new approach to recruiting research 

participants, scholars find social media effective and support its use for research purposes 

(Arcia, 2014; Frandsen et al., 2014). There are several benefits to using social media, 

including cost-effectiveness, the ability to reach larger or targeted audiences by sharing 

posts to friends or specific groups, and fast disseminating the call for study participants. 

For instance, by listing my contact information on the recruitment flyer (see Appendix B 

for a Recruitment Script), individuals interested in this study could send me a quick 

private message on Facebook or contact me by phone. I then asked clarifying questions to 

assess the person's fit to participate in this study. My interactions on Bigo, a social media 

app, were different from Facebook in that I did not actively recruit using a research flyer. 

I was already a regular user of the application and developed several virtual friendships. 

When discussing my excitement about this dissertation project and my desire to bring 

light to the lived realities of Black gay men in the Black Church, one of my social media 

acquaintances on Bigo expressed interest and volunteered his participation.  

Although social media’s use to recruit research participants offers convenience, 

there are challenges to such an approach. First, this approach did not allow me to recruit 

from populations who were not subscribed to Facebook and those who chose to 

deactivate their accounts or are otherwise inactive. Second, sending messages through 

social media platforms like Facebook and LinkedIn can be incredibly challenging for 

researchers like myself who were connected to many Black Church leaders and 

members—populations who often enact stigma and discrimination toward Black gay men 
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in the Black Church. In addition to having these networks visible, messages sent on social 

media can be saved, which runs counter to Black gay men's felt need to conceal their 

sexuality due to existing negative attitudes in the Black Church and society.  Therefore, I 

hoped to mitigate this challenge by including a statement of confidentiality in my 

recruitment flyer. 

In addition to social media recruiting, I used purposeful snowball sampling to 

build my participant group (Given, 2008). Snowball sampling is an intentional data 

collection strategy whereby the researcher identifies participants who know other 

individuals who fit within the study's parameters. The process begins by asking key, well-

situated individuals who know potential participants (Babbie, 1995; Crabtree & Miller, 

1992). Once participants have been identified, they can then refer new participants to the 

study. I successfully recruited nine of the 20 BGM who participated in this study through 

purposeful snowball sampling.  

Data Collection 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were my primary method of data collection for this 

dissertation project (Creswell, 2013). In phenomenological research, the researcher is the 

instrument of data collection. Semi-structured interviews can be useful in guiding the 

interview without limiting participant responses (Seidman, 1991). For example, I asked 

participants to focus on and describe their stigmatizing experiences in the Black Church 

and the meaning of their experiences (see Appendix D for Demographic Questionnaire 

and Appendix E for Interview Protocol). I was particularly interested in the 

communicative construction of participant experiences. Because this study’s research 
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questions focused on the participants' experience, I asked probing questions to understand 

participants' feelings about the experience, what they did, what they said, and what 

thoughts they had about the experience. Additional questions included, “What aspects of 

the experience stand out for you?” “How has the experience affected you?” and “What 

changes have you made in your life since the experience?” Informed consent was 

obtained at the start of each interview, and all interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed verbatim (see Appendix C for Research Consent Form).  

One of the interviews was conducted face-to-face, three on Facetime, and 16 via 

teleconference. Through purposeful snowball sampling, I recruited nine participants. I 

then decided to offer a $25 Amazon gift card as an incentive for participation. It had 

become difficult to ask Black gay men to give their time to share their lived experiences 

in the Black Church, given the sensitivity and stigmas related to the topic. After I added 

the incentive, and after re-posting the recruitment flyer to reflect the incentive to specific 

LGBTQ+ and African American/Black support groups on Facebook, I recruited an 

additional 11 participants. I offered the same incentive to the first 9 participants as well, 

and all except 1 participant accepted the incentive.  

Importantly, even after individuals reached out to express interest in participating 

in this research project, it would often take 2-3 follow-ups. One participant rescheduled 

his interview five times, and others would agree to the interview and not show up. A 

couple of participants noted feelings of fear and hesitation because the telling of their 

stories would make their lived experiences in the Black Church real. As a principal 

researcher on this project, all participants needed to understand that they are owners of 

their stories and were under no obligation to offer me insight into their world. I attended 
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their reservations carefully by re-emphasizing the goals and aims of this dissertation 

project. I recommended that they do not participate until they felt peace in their decision 

to do so. Empowering participants to tell their story can be typical for any researcher, but 

this was especially challenging with studying Black gay men in Black Churches because 

many of them have spent most of their lives hiding their sexuality.    

The interviews ranged from 31 minutes to 95 minutes in length, resulting in 183 

pages of single-spaced transcripts. I initially used Speechmatics, a qualitative 

transcription service, to transcribe the data. Because the service was not successful at 

picking up participants' cultural dialect and verbal expression, I ultimately decided to 

manually transcribe each interview.  

Participant Confidentiality 

To ensure confidentiality, I assigned a pseudonym to research participants before 

the interview. I kept separate the list with the assigned numbers and chosen pseudonyms 

from the consent forms and the interview transcripts. Further, I labeled interview 

recordings according to the participant-selected pseudonyms and kept them in a digital 

file with a password lock. 

Data Analysis 

To explore how Black gay men experience stigma in the Black Church, I used a 

three-tier iterative process to analyze the data collected through semi-structured 

interviews (Dougherty et al., 2017). The three-tiers include descriptions, interpretation, 

and critique processes and are inextricably intertwined (p. 501). I began the description 

process (tier one) by identifying and describing themes that stood out to me during the 

data collection process. After each interview, I jotted down my thoughts, unexpected 
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challenges, and a few words to sum up the conversation. Some of my summary 

descriptions included “pressure from family, the Black Church, and society to hide 

sexuality,” “the Black Church as judging and condemning,” “multiple suicide attempts 

due to church hurt,” and “resisting homophobic messages.”   

After completing data collection and verifying the transcripts' accuracy, I 

uploaded the interview transcriptions into a qualitative data management software called 

QSR NVivo. The use of NVivo allowed me to approach an extensive qualitative data set 

holistically and provided ease for linking memos (Bazelby & Jackson, 2013; Creswell, 

2007). Bazelby and Jackson (2013) explained that computer software helps to ensure 

rigor by keeping a detailed record of the data management and analysis processes. I 

began the analysis process (tier two) by reading each interview transcript thoroughly and 

noting instances that directly reflect Black gay male experiences of stigma in Black 

Church organizing. I also made notes next to data that provided insight into participants' 

experiences of stigma outside the Black Church. I was then able to organize 86 selective 

codes of stigma data into a separate document to focus the analysis by reducing the data. 

Selective Nvivo codes included, but were not limited to: “discrimination,” “preaching 

against homosexuality,” “public shaming,” and “praying the gay away.” The features in 

NVivo allowed me to look at the selective codes and my notes as a whole, which was 

useful for sorting and organizing into themes.  

During the interpretation process, I developed a conceptual structure from the data 

while being careful to acknowledge my own bias and assumptions about the data. I re-

read the data to see whether it was robust or essential enough to be presented as an 

emerging theme or a sub-theme. Some of the major themes that emerged through the data 
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analysis process included “Black gay men experience discrimination in the Black 

Church,” “Black gay men experience pressure to fit hetero masculinity norms,” and 

“Black gay men in the Black Church experience managing their mental health and 

illness.” Finally, for the critique process (tier three), I combed through the data focusing 

specifically on how these seven themes connected to broader social processes of power 

and control, allowing for a critical interpretation. This three-tier iterative analysis helped 

illustrate how communication creates and maintains power in the shared lived experience 

of Black gay men in the Black Church.  

Validity and Reliability 

Validation and reliability serve as standards of quality for a phenomenological 

research study. Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended that at least two validation 

techniques be used in a single qualitative study. The techniques that I used in this study 

included member checking (e.g., allowing participants to review and validate their 

experience as told by the researcher) and Tracy's (2010) eight “Big-tent” criteria to 

ensure the rigor of this qualitative research project.  

Member checking allowed my participants to affirm the credibility of my findings 

and interpretations (Creswell, 2013). After collecting, analyzing, and interpreting 

interview data, I sent my study findings to 17 of the twenty Black gay males who 

participated in this study and asked them to confirm whether my findings represented 

their lived experiences in the Black Church. I could not locate the contact information for 

two of my participants, and one email address came back undeliverable. Of the 17 

participants I sent my findings to, 14 participants responded, all in agreement with my 
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interpretation. Some common responses were, “Agreed! So Dope!” “I cannot wait to read 

the whole dissertation,” and “you have represented my voice very well.” 

In Tracy's (2010) eight “Big-tent” criteria, she argued that a qualitative research 

project should demonstrate 1) Worthy topic (e.g., the research study should be relevant, 

timely, significant, 2) Rich rigor (e.g., the research study should use sufficient, abundant, 

appropriate, and complex theoretical constructs, data, and time in the field, samples, 

contexts, data collection, and analysis processes, 3) Sincerity (e.g., the research study 

should be characterized by self-reflexivity and transparency, 4) Credibility (e.g., the 

research study should use thick description, triangulation or crystallization, multi-

vocality, 5) Resonance (e.g., the research study should influence, affect, or move 

particular readers or a variety of audiences through evocative representation, naturalistic 

generalizations, transferable findings, 6) Significant contributions (e.g., the research 

study should make a conceptual, theoretical, heuristic, and methodological contribution, 

7) The research study should be ethical, and 8) Meaningful coherence (e.g., the research 

study should achieve what it purports to be about, uses methods/procedures that fit with 

its stated goals).  

I demonstrated my adherence to the criteria mentioned above by focusing on 

being transparent about my decision to embark on this study and its relevance, my 

application of theory, being explicit about my positionality, use of thick description, 

report of study findings and contributions, and my openness about the ethical challenges 

to doing this work throughout this dissertation project. 
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Summary 

In closing, this research's primary goal was to better understand Black gay men’s 

shared experience of stigma in the Black Church. A large body of literature has focused 

on Black gay men who have sex with men and how the internalization and “closeting” of 

their stigmatized identity leads to cultural isolation, increased HIV prevalence, and 

mental health concerns. Stigma communication is a key process that shapes closeting 

processes. However, little is known about how multiple oppressive and stigmatized 

identities work together to shape Black gay men's experiences in Black Church 

organizing. I interviewed 20 Black identifying gay men who are current and former Black 

Church members using semi-structured interviews. The analysis of the proposed 

hermeneutic phenomenological research included a three-tier iterative thematic analysis. I 

argued that Black gay men are oppressed based on their racial and sexual identities. I also 

contended that homosexuality, and mental illness, which is often an outcome of 

homonegative messages, compete with the religious values of most Black Churches. 

Thus, hermeneutic phenomenology and intersectional approach were appropriate. 

  



 

 57 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological research study is 

to explore the lived stigmatizing experiences of Black gay men in Black Church 

organizing. This research study addresses four major research questions, which are: RQ1) 

How do Black gay men experience stigmatization in Black Church organizing?; RQ2) 

How do Black gay men cope with and manage their felt stigma?; RQ3) What role does 

mental health play in the experiences of Black gay men in Black Church organizing?; and 

RQ4) How do power and stigma interact in the experiences of Black gay men in Black 

Church organizing? In this chapter, I present seven significant themes that emerged 

through a three-step iterative thematic analysis of the interview data to address multiple 

research questions. Thus, rather than answering each research question individually in 

this chapter, the themes presented here collectively address the four research questions. 

These themes include: (1) Black gay men experience discrimination in the Black Church, 

(2) Black gay men experience negative judgment based on their physical appearance, (3) 

Black gay men experience pressure to fit hetero-masculinity norms, (4) Black gay men 

experience being told that their sexuality is sinful and an abomination to God, (5) Black 

gay men experience struggles to feel connected to God, (6) Black gay men experience 

struggles with mental health and illness, and (7) Black gay men experience managing the 

stigma of being gay in the Black Church. Importantly, Chapter Five offers an extensive 

discussion of how the four research questions were answered through the findings, but 

below, I present my findings by theme.  
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Black Gay Men Experience Discrimination in the Black Church 

As the first theme that emerged in this study, there was consensus among 

participants that the Black Church has not provided the same religious organizing 

experience for Black gay men (BGM) as for other congregants (Allen, 2011; Herek, 

2006; Moore, 2017; Orbe & Harris, 2001). The extent to which these BGM described 

their felt discrimination varied from feeling that only parts of themselves were accepted 

to being exposed to circulating messages that reinforce the Black Church is not a place 

where gays belong. The unequal experience of BGM can be incredibly challenging 

considering their desire to feel, as one participant described, “a cultural significance and 

connection” to their religious communities (Cooper & Mitra, 2018). For Preston, a 23-

year-old active member of a Black Pentecostal Church, his felt discrimination and 

alienation from the Black Church began at an early age: 

When I was younger, my church youth group took a trip to Chuck E' Cheese, and 

I wasn't aware of the trip like the other kids were. When my mother found out, 

she was pretty upset and went to talk to the person who organized the trip. The 

lady told my mom, “I know you may not understand, but we don't want your son 

to infect the other kids. We don't want him to have a negative influence on our 

children.” I didn't understand what about me was so negative, and I later realized 

that people at my church had speculated that I was gay, and nobody wanted to say 

it. So, I struggled to make friends at church. 

As demonstrated above, Preston had been denied the opportunity to socialize with 

other kids at his Black Pentecostal Church because members had perceived him to be 

gay. His discriminatory experience led to his struggle to feel connected to other youth in 
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the ministry. The notion that gayness is contagious and contracted through close physical 

contact made it difficult for the youth trip organizer to explain to Preston's mother her 

reasoning for not inviting her son to the youth group trip. Ezra, a 32-year-old active 

member of a non-denominational Black Church, best explained how “church folks tend 

to talk around words like gay or homosexuality because Christians believe life and death 

are in the power of the tongue, so they [church members] avoid saying these words” out 

of fear of giving life to them (Harris, 2010).  

Like Preston, Julio, a 29-year-old former member of a Black Baptist Church, also 

experienced discrimination at a young age. He explained how the youth at his church 

distanced themselves after perceiving him as gay, leaving him to feel lonely: 

I can remember other kids not wanting to play with me because of who they 

thought I was or who their parents thought I was. So, I was an involuntary loner. 

Now that I am an adult, I don't experience the unequal treatment as much because 

I attend church sporadically, and I don't involve myself in a way where members 

know me. I am not a regular churchgoer, and I don't get involved in activities 

within the [Black] Church. 

Julio's experience as a youth of feeling isolated by other kids at this church played a huge 

role in his participation and decision to renounce his membership in the Black Church 

today. He felt that by reducing his attendance and attending the Black Church less 

frequently, he could minimize his felt discrimination.   

In addition to being separated from their peers at an early age, BGM also 

communicated feeling discriminated against in that only parts of themselves were 

acceptable within their Black Churches. They frequently mentioned how Black churches 
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would accept their gifts and talents but would expect them to hide their sexual identity 

(Johnson, 2011). Ezra, a 32-year-old active member of a non-denominational Black 

Church, described the relationship between Black churches and BGM as a prostitute and 

pimp relationship where the Black Church's interest in BGM is confined to their services 

rendered. He stated:  

I don't like how Black Churches pimp gay people because they use them for their 

gifts but don't accept their sexuality. I think one of the reasons I was available to 

attend so many churches is because I can sing and play the piano, but I dare 

anyone to run a successful church service without gay people. Not only will the 

music be awful, but the church finances will be a mess too. So, to only accept 

gays for the benefit of the church is what pimps do.  

BGM felt that their giftings and service to their church communities determined whether 

they would be accepted. They agreed that BGM are ostracized from their Black churches 

unless they were deemed essential to the worship experience. Thus, participants were 

often looking for ways to make themselves useful to their church communities to feel 

welcomed and regarded with respect in ways that straight people did not have. 

However, even in Black churches where BGM felt that giftings and talents 

afforded them a “normal” status, members' resistance to their involvement in Black 

Church organizing became apparent in less verbal ways. Preston explained:  

There are multiple people at my church who know about my sexual identity. Even 

though they do not say anything to me directly, it has come back to me that 

people are praying for my deliverance. I have also noticed that certain people 
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won't stand up when I am singing praise and worship because they don't believe 

gay people should be involved in ministry.  

As Smith and Applegate (2018) explained, stigma relies on the social transmission of a 

negative stereotype to pass through a community of people to where the undesirable 

characteristic becomes a publicly shared image of the disgrace. The circulation of 

negative communicative messages regarding Black gay males' sexuality speaks to the 

gossip that takes place in Black churches that can uphold and make permissible BGM's 

stigmatizing experiences. Further, church members' desire to pray away one's gayness 

also demonstrates how non-heterosexual identities are perceived as sinful and demonic in 

Black churches. Together, negative messages that mark BGM's sexuality as ungodly 

contributed to their experiences of discrimination.  

Lastly, BGM’s exposure to circulating negative messages about non-heterosexual 

people increased their felt discrimination and communicated that the Black Church is not 

a place where gays can belong. Bob, a 38-year-old former member of an African 

Methodist Episcopal Black Church, told one example that captured the essence of this 

experience. He commented: 

One day in Bible study, the pastor's wife started talking about helping people in 

need and how she got a lot of name brand clothes but would never donate it to this 

particular organization because she had heard that they give their clothes to trans 

women. She said that she couldn't imagine a transsexual wearing her clothes. And 

I was thinking like, bitch you must be kidding me? Have you ever thought about 

the possibility of a trans-person getting kicked out of their home and selling their 

bodies to survive? You know? For a trans-person, having decent clothes can make 
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all the difference in their ability to get a job and change their circumstances. So, I 

don't understand why people in the church hold negative attitudes toward a 

community of people they have no idea about because they have not taken time to 

get to know them. 

There is agreement among BGM that discrimination toward gays was often 

upheld by Black Church leaders' behaviors and teachings. As demonstrated in the above 

excerpt, non-heterosexual individuals may be denied access to available help due to their 

sexual identity stigma. For Bob, the pastor's wife's comment about not imagining a trans-

person wearing her clothes reveals how negative attitudes towards gays override Black 

Church leaders' need to acknowledge such person's humanity and struggles. 

Discrimination towards gays in Black Churches contributes to participants’ felt need to 

conceal their sexuality, silencing their lived oppressive realities and need for support. 

Black Gay Men Experience Negative Judgment Based on their Physical Appearance 

The second theme in this study was that participants often recalled instances when 

they felt negatively judged or regarded as being gay based on their physical appearance. 

These BGM tended to assert that Black Churches can be isolating and restricting for 

individuals perceived as gay, even if they had not verbally communicated their non-

heterosexual identity within the Church community. More to the point, members’ 

negative judgment of how BGM presented their physical selves largely shaped their 

unequal and stigmatizing experiences in the Black Church. Michael, a 29-year-old former 

member of a Black Baptist church, highlighted the derogatory name-calling and verbal 

control that he experienced from members in the Black Church. He stated:  
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I remember being told not to be a sissy. Even though I was not out to anybody, 

people [in the Black Church] would read me as being too feminine. So, if I talked 

or walked a certain way, people would tell me to cut it out. It was hurtful because 

I knew people at my church had developed a negative perception of me even as a 

little boy. 

Ever since Michael was a child, his physical enactment of feminine mannerisms led 

members in his church to assume that he was gay. Black church members’ negative 

judgment of gay people influenced how they communicated with Michael, resulting in 

his bad experience in the Black Church. He went on to say that, “people who are 

perceived as gay are ostracized in the Black Church. They receive awkward looks and 

whispers. To be honest… gay people cannot present themselves in a way that people in 

the [Black] Church are not comfortable with.” Like Michael, many participants 

experienced pressure from Black Churches and their members to lessen how femininely 

they were presenting their physical selves.  

Participants' beliefs that they had been negatively judged on their physical 

appearance was further influenced by their communicative interactions with members of 

their church communities. Dre, a 26-year-old active member of a Black Pentecostal 

Church, when asked to describe a time when he experienced unequal treatment or 

discrimination in the Black church based on his sexuality, recalled an instance when he 

felt discriminated against and judged based on his nose piercing: 

I remember attending a church and wanting to perform a role in the church play. I 

went to the play director, who happened to be an elder in the church to express 

my interest, and she told me to sit down because they don't allow men to wear 
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earrings in the church. I had a nose piercing, and she told me that my piercing 

made me look gay, and that's not the impression they want to leave on children. I 

was flabbergasted. 

As demonstrated through Dre’s experience, there was a widely held consensus amongst 

study participants that it is unacceptable for Black men in Black churches to accessorize 

in a way that does not represent the church’s vision of masculinity physically. The church 

elder’s denial of his desire to participate in the church play revealed how Black Church 

leaders enforce strict physical standards to reduce the undesirable presence of gayness in 

Black churches. For Dre, as with many other participants, being denied the opportunity to 

participate in certain church activities had very little to do with the nose piercing itself 

but rather its assigned meaning as a marker for gayness within the Black Church when 

placed on the male body. 

In addition to participants’ personal communicative interactions with church 

members, these BGM would periodically mention feeling negatively judged after 

overhearing members talk about their physical appearance to others. Ezra, a 32-year-old 

active member of a non-denominational Black Church, shared his experience of 

accepting an opportunity to play the piano for a Church of God in Christ choir in Ohio. 

He ended up feeling judged for wearing a scarf in the middle of Winter: 

I had a negative experience with a homophobic choir member at a church in Ohio. 

I agreed to play for this church to make a little money. It was during the winter 

season, so I came to the church with my scarf on. It was very cold outside, and the 

heat hadn't kicked on in the building yet, so I took my jacket off and kept my 

scarf on to sing. So, out of nowhere, one of the ladies in the choir turns to another 
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choir member who is earshot of me and says, “why are these men wearing scarfs 

and stuff in the church? We gotta get this gay stuff out of the church.” I was 

thinking to myself, like, when did scarves become gay? It was ten fucking degrees 

outside. 

The above excerpt speaks to the power and prevalence of gossip within Black churches, 

which led Ezra to call into question the negative judgment and meanings attached to the 

materiality of his physical attire. Even though it was freezing outside and inside, Ezra’s 

physical appearance and decision to keep his scarf on inside the church without a coat led 

to him being perceived negatively as gay by a choir member.  

For many participants, it was not uncommon to overhear members gossiping 

about their perceived non-heterosexual identity, and they felt as though these secretive 

and judgmental interactions were intended for their hearing. Preston, a 23-year-old active 

member of a Black Pentecostal Church, offered a similar account of overhearing 

members gossiping about him: 

I remember being at church, and overhearing people talk about me as I was 

walking by. One of the members said, “Oh my God… look at him. His mother is 

going to have to watch him.” It was almost as if they knew something about me 

that I didn't, but it wasn't my first-time hearing people talk about me. 

Church members gossiping about participants’ physical appearance played a significant 

role in how they experienced negative judgment within their Black churches. The above 

statement that Preston’s mother “is going to have to watch him,” reveals the policing of 

BGM within Black churches by church members and family—resulting in participants’ 

felt isolation. 
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Lastly, BGM felt that their physical appearance was the source of feeling 

negatively judged after receiving explicit public shaming messages from their pastoral 

leaders. These messages illustrate how power and control are enmeshed in Black church 

leaders' communication, which runs contrary to the belief that the Black Church is a place 

where people can come as they are. Ezra explained: 

I remember going to D.C. for a school trip, and I bought a blazer that was on sale 

at Express for twenty dollars. The blazer was a salmon color, and I happened to 

have a black shirt in my closet with small salmon-colored stripes. Well… one 

Sunday, I went to church with my blazer, and my pastor grabbed the mic during 

church announcements and told me, “don't ever wear that jacket again.” He said 

that my clothing was too flashy and that don't no man need to be wearing a pink 

jacket. The fact that he called me out in front of everybody was hurtful. 

Ezra's decision to wear a salmon-colored blazer challenged what his pastor deemed 

acceptable physical attire for men within his Black church, resulting in his experience of 

public shame and embarrassment.  

Similarly, Brandon, a 30-year-old former member of a non-denominational Black 

Church, talked about how he felt humiliated by his pastor and was told to leave his Black 

Church after choosing to wear tight pants: 

One Sunday, I decided to wear tight pants to church, and people were like you 

can't wear that in here. They were already starting to question my sexuality 

because I appear very masculine, but the moment I speak or move, people think 

I'm gay. A couple of the church members suggested that I go back home to 

change my clothes, but I said, “No. This is what I decided to wear, and my body 
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is covered.” So, the pastor, who I was [secretly] dating at the time, decided to give 

a sermon where he condemned gay people. I was really upset because he and I 

just had sex the night before […]. So, I stood up and disagreed publicly. I didn't 

out him, but part of me wanted to say, “I was just on your dick yesterday!” 

Anyway, the ushers told me to leave the church because I was making a scene 

while the pastor stayed to play damage control. He said to the congregation, “let's 

all pray for this brother,” and I could hear everyone praying for me as I walked 

out the door. 

Brandon’s experience was unique in that he was the only participant to verbally challenge 

the negative judgments of his pastoral leader and church members. Most participants felt 

that conceding to the pressure to change their physical appearances reduced the negative 

judgments they felt and made church members more comfortable. However, consistent 

with other participant experiences, and despite his attempt to challenge the 

congregation’s negative judgment, Brandon’s decision to wear tight pants resulted in his 

public shaming and dismissal from his Black Church. Further, being told by ushers that 

he could not wear tight pants in church and suggesting that he go home and change, 

demonstrates how Black churches are laden with power and control. The pastor's public 

condemnation of gay people, and offering of prayer to Brandon while he was escorted out 

of the church, left him feeling upset because members had judged him based on his 

physical appearance while the pastor's status in the Black church afforded him the 

privilege of not being perceived or regarded as gay—even though he had recently 

engaged in sexual intercourse with Brandon. 
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Black Gay Men Experience Pressure to Fit Hetero Masculinity Norms 

The third theme of participants' experience stems from how strictly defined 

visions of masculinity largely shaped BGM's stigma experience in the Black Church. 

Unlike theme two, which illustrated how physical appearance is a primary means in 

which BGM in Black churches are labeled as gay and treated unequally, this theme 

shows how participants felt pressure to be and act “straight” was enforced through Black 

Church members and leaders' actions and communication about a Black man's role. Ezra 

noted how members in his church would quote biblical scriptures to communicate God's 

intent for man and woman to be sexual partners (Erskine, 2014; Lincoln & Mamiya, 

1990; Raboteau, 2001), which increased his felt pressure to be straight:  

I've always felt like a deficient human being because in the Black Church, being 

gay is the worst thing ever. You can be a hoe, a drunkard, smoke crack, or even 

commit adultery, but you cannot be gay. The people at my church often quote 

Leviticus [verse 18:22], which says a man should not lie down with a man in the 

same way he lies with a woman. 

Similarly, Silas, a 27-year-old former member of a Non-denominational Black Church, 

described how men who have sex with men are viewed as biblically unrighteous at his 

Black Church. He added:  

I can recall hearing things like two men aren’t supposed to lay down together and 

God made Adam and Eve not Adam and Steve. You know? So, I had to hide an 

aspect of myself in order to fit in.  

Within many Black Churches, same-sex relations are seen as ungodly and the ultimate 

sin. Members' use of biblical scripture in exclusionary ways makes it difficult for BGM 
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to attend their Black churches without the felt pressure to appear heterosexual. Silas 

further noted how members' views on homosexuality as an unforgivable sin make it 

nearly impossible for BGM to attend worship services alongside their sexual partners, 

especially those who wish to maintain their spiritual connection to the Black Church. 

 In addition to members' use of biblical scripture to communicate the sexual roles 

of man and woman, participants shared experiences of other conversations pressuring 

hetero-norms. For example, Dr. Reo, a 35-year-old active member of a United Methodist 

Black Church, shared how he feels a constant pressure from his church members to marry 

a woman through hetero-centered questions. He explained: 

People in the Black Church are constantly asking me when I'm getting married or 

either they want to know if I have a girlfriend. I never came out and told them that 

I like guys. Sometimes I respond and say something like, “whenever the timing is 

right,” but it's really nobody's business. There are times when I choose not to 

answer questions about my relationship status per se.  

Like Dr. Reo, Bob (a 38-year-old former member of an African Methodist Episcopal 

Black Church) also alluded to the felt pressure to be straight:  

As a Black gay man, it feels like I'm always on guard to defend myself or to fall 

in line with societal ideals of masculinity. You know… people at my church 

expect me to be a straight man, married with kids, or out chasing women. But 

that's how life is, so when I walk into a Black Church it doesn't feel any different. 

For most participants, their Black churches' vision of masculinity supported and relied on 

heteronormativity. Dr. Reo’s questioning by members about whether he has a girlfriend 

and Bob’s felt pressure to fall in line with dominant constructs of masculinity illustrate 
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how many Black churches can be heteronormative religious spaces in which BGM 

experience the margins. 

Some participants shared stories about how, as men, they felt pressured to deepen 

their voices in the Black Church. Dr. Nupe, a 44-year-old active member of a Black 

Baptist Church, mentioned how in the church choir, Black men’s masculinity is called 

into question if their voice is too high-pitched. He stated:  

Well… I hear people talking about ‘all these sissies in the choir twitching and 

turning like they’re women,’ down to marginalizing men with a broad singing 

range and those who can hit high notes. It's unfortunate how people will call your 

masculinity into question if you aren't singing in the tenor section. That's some 

bullshit. 

Like Dr. Nupe, Preston, a 23-year-old active member of a Pentecostal Black Church, 

recalled when he was moved from the soprano to the tenor section in the choir, not 

because he sang tenor, but because it is deemed more fitting for a Black man. He 

recalled:  

I used to sing soprano in my church choir and people would always tell me that 

they couldn't wait for me to hit puberty because I sounded like a woman. The 

choir director eventually moved me to the tenor section because a man isn't 

supposed to have a high-pitched voice. 

Through participant interviews, it became clear that not only were BGM themselves 

subjected to the pressure to speak deeply, but their friends were as well. Ezra’s 

experience best illustrates how Black churches expect all men to uphold its strictly 

defined vision of masculinity: 
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I had four years of music experience, and I wanted to share it with my church, so I 

hosted a conference. I called in some favors from friends who came and sung, and 

it was a memorable experience. The people at my church raved about how they 

had never heard music like that before. But one evening while we were in 

rehearsal, my pastor stopped by the church. and I introduced him to one of my 

friends. Everything seemed fine, but as he got ready to leave, he told me, “Ezra, 

tell your friend to put some bass in his voice.” It was fucked up because these 

people were coming to do me a favor and raise money for the church. 

In Dr. Nupe, Preston, and Ezra’s Black churches, part of being a man is having a deep 

voice. Preston’s experience shows how Black Churches can be controlling in pressuring 

men to fit hetero masculinity norms by placing men who are high-pitched in the tenor 

section. The shame of having one’s manhood called into question and stigmatizing talk 

about men with feminine qualities increased the pressure for BGM to sound masculine or 

straight. 

 BGM experienced pressure from Black Church leaders to correct their body 

mannerisms to fit hetero masculinity norms. Keyon, a 37-year-old active member of a 

non-denominational Black Church, explained how men in Black churches cannot present 

themselves femininely:  

I have been in sermons where black gay men were called sissies and punks. I 

remember sitting in a church service and one pastor said, “look at this sissy 

coming into the house of God switching like a woman.” It was embarrassing to 

watch this guy get called out. I think Black preachers are too quick to call 
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feminine presenting men a fag or sissy, and it just goes to show how messages 

from the pulpit can be a source of hurt for gay men. 

The public shaming by Black Church leaders of men who switch or walk femininely 

contributes to the felt pressure for BGM to act straight. Switching is a term used to 

describe women or effeminate men who walk while switching their behinds side-to-side 

to get attention from men. Preston shared a similar experience where he felt pressured to 

adhere to the Black Church vision of masculinity at an early age. He stated:  

Ever since I was a kid, people in the Black Church would correct me to fit their 

definition of a man. There were times when I would walk into the church and 

shake the hand of an elder or minister, and they would tell me to toughen up my 

grip like a man. One of the guys said to me that I have a pussy handshake.   

Even at a young age, there is an expectation in the Black Church for males to present 

themselves as strong. Among the qualities of a man presented by participants, 

masculinity in the Black Church is defined as heterosexual men with a deep voice and 

disciplined body mannerisms. For BGM, failure to conform to the Black Church's vision 

of masculinity bears consequences. Dr. Nupe commented: “I have seen people in 

leadership be sat down and put out of the church because of their perceived sexual 

orientation or because someone found that they were gay.” Thus, for many participants, 

the risk and fear of being “found out” increased their felt pressure to closet their sexual 

identity.  
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Black Gay Men Experience being Told that their Sexuality is Sinful and an 

Abomination to God 

There was consensus among participants that homosexuality is viewed as a major 

sin and an abomination to God within their Black Churches. Theme three encapsulated 

participants' feelings of shame and internalized homophobia after receiving 

homonegative messages. Participants' lived experiences were organized into two 

subthemes: (1) Homosexuality as sinful messages from congregants and (2) 

Homosexuality as sinful messages from the pulpit. 

Homosexuality as Sinful Messages from Congregants 

BGM received messages that communicated homosexuality as sinful in their 

youth, which led to feelings of conviction as they struggled to make sense of their sexual 

desires at an early age. Trey, a 19-year-old, former member of a Black Baptist Church, 

explained how he was exposed to homosexuality as sinful messages as a teen but did not 

feel that he could communicate his frustration about members' messages due to the 

stigma of being gay in his Black Church. He stated:  

Growing up around age 13 or 14, my mother was the only person who knew that I 

was gay. I would go to church and just sit there, and people would talk about 

homosexuality in ways that made me angry, but I couldn't say anything. I would 

hear people say that being gay is disgusting, non-traditional and that gays were 

going to hell. These messages were ingrained in me as a kid, and I had to forget or 

block out everything I heard over the years of being in the Black Church in order 

to accept the person I am today. 
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Although Trey had already come forth to his mom about his sexuality, the two agreed 

that it was not in his best interest to make known his gay identity to their Black Church 

community. Trey felt that by concealing his sexual identity, he could avoid being 

condemned as a sinner. However, like many participants, Trey's decision to keep silent 

about his sexuality in the church did not stop him from internalizing congregants' 

homonegative messages that reinforced the notion that he would go to hell due to being 

gay. 

Similar to Trey, Preston experienced homosexuality as sinful messages in the 

Black Church as a youth and went to his mom to inquire about what it meant to be gay. 

He commented:  

I remember asking my mom after the church service, “what is gay?” And she 

responded and said, “it's that nasty stuff where two men have sex with each other. 

It's an abomination.” It was difficult to hear because growing up, I knew that I had 

an attraction to men. But I didn't realize that my feelings were inappropriate until 

the issue came up in the church. 

Importantly, all BGM who participated in this study grappled to make sense of their 

sexual identity before adulthood. Preston's mom's response to homosexuality being 

“nasty stuff” and an abomination to God left him questioning his internal attraction to 

men. He went on to add, “I started praying to God continuously every day. I wanted God 

to love me. I said, “God, please take this desire away.” Messages from church members, 

including his mom, that homosexuality is sinful and an abomination, communicated to 

Preston that his sexual desire and religious identities could not co-exist in a way that left 

him pleading to God for deliverance.  
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The conviction that BGM felt due to being told that they were living in sin can 

leave them searching for a sacred space where they can belong. Keyon best-explained 

participants’ desire for an inclusive religious space. He added: 

I'm 37 years old, and it wasn't until my teenage years, from ages 16 to 26, that I 

started venturing off to different churches. I came to a point in my life where I felt 

convicted, and I believed that homosexuality was a sin because people in Black 

Churches have always told me that if I didn't turn from my wicked ways that I 

would go to hell. Many black preachers condemn homosexuality more than any 

other sin in the bible. So, Black Churches have made me feel uncomfortable by 

their words and deeds, but I have since found a place of worship where I am not 

looked down on or talked about. 

For Keyon, the elevation of homosexuality as the ultimate sin and an abomination to God 

left him believing that his lifestyle was outside of the will of God. The ultimatum that 

Black churches enforce upon BGM to turn away from their sexuality or God places BGM 

in a difficult position. Because BGM are pressured to choose between their religious and 

sexual identities, like Keyon, they often look for Black churches that are more inclusive 

or LGBTQ+ friendly.  

Homosexuality as Sinful Messages from the Pulpit 

Participants shared the belief that homosexuality as sinful messages from leaders 

of their Black churches helped shape homophobia in the Black Church because leaders 

embody significant institutional power that influences their congregants' lives. BGM 

often recalled hearing fear-based messages from leaders in the pulpit that gays are sinful 

and doomed to hell. For some BGM, these messages led to their decision to leave Black 
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churches. Dr. Reo discussed the prevalence of homosexuality as sinful messages from 

Black Church leaders in the pulpit as he searched for a new church family after moving to 

Georgia. He explained:  

It's not uncommon for preachers to talk about gay folk going to hell. I remember 

being in a rural part of Georgia and looking for a comfortable church to attend. I 

came across this little white church, and I could hear the choir singing from 

outside. So, I stepped into the church, and I was a little late, so I sat down in a 

back pew. The choir had just finished singing, and the minister wasn't even five 

minutes into his message before he started preaching about gays going to hell. As 

soon as I heard it, I stood up, threw my finger in the air, and I walked out the 

church doors to my car, and I left. And I never went back. I am not giving anyone 

a chance to spew hate or tell me that I am going to hell because I'm gay.  

Much like Dr. Reo, Terrell, a 32-year-old former member of a Black Baptist Church, 

shared a similar experience that illustrates how Black Church leaders tend to elevate 

homosexuality above all other sins in their messaging. He added:  

I moved to Phoenix, AZ, which is the fifth-largest city in the nation. I moved 

there to be in a relationship that went sour. So, in my mind, I was thinking like, 

“what do I do?” I decided to go to church, and the choir was amazing. I just 

remember these black gay guys up there singing their little hearts out, and it was 

beautiful. When they finished, the pastor got up on the stage and said, “I have 

done every sin except homosexuality because homosexuality is a sin sin.” His 

words turned me off completely, and it was so ironic considering that the choir 
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was full of gay men. I didn't like how he singled out homosexuality from all other 

sins. Of all people, the pastor should understand. 

The above excerpts demonstrate how BGM desiring to participate in Black Church 

organizing can require that they sit through fire and brimstone sermons where their 

sexuality is denounced in the pulpit. Like many BGM, Dr. Reo was fed up from previous 

Black Church experiences of being made to think that he is going to hell because he is 

gay and decided to leave the church during the pastor's sermon. Dr. Reo's act of 

“throw[ing] my finger in the air” is a religious practice of demonstrating the need to be 

excused and is said to have originated as slaves' way of signifying they had been 

permitted by their masters to be excused. Historically, the choir has been a haven and a 

place of belonging for gays in the Black Church (Johnson, 2011). Thus, Terrell felt that 

the pastor's messages from the pulpit of homosexuality as an elevated sin failed to 

demonstrate the love and mercy necessary to win souls to Jesus Christ but instead left 

him to feel like an unwelcome visitor.  

In addition to Black Church leaders themselves spewing homosexuality as sinful 

from the pulpit, Bob recalled a time when a guest visitor stood in the pulpit to speak on 

gun violence in the Black community but ended up talking about how God hates gay 

people more than anything. Bob commented:  

We had some violence in our community, and my pastor invited this gentleman 

whose brother had just been murdered to speak during a Friday evening service. 

As the guy was talking, I felt bad that his brother lost his life to violence, but then 

he goes on a tangent about how he visited [X] stadium to watch a game and how 

they filmed two guys on the kiss cam. He started explaining to the congregation 
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how he was uncomfortable and had never seen people applaud two men kissing. 

So, here I was feeling bad for this dude, and he had the nerve to say that the 

problem with our society is that we are applauding the very things that God hates 

the most. He basically said that I am who God hates the most. So, I got up and left 

while he was preaching and decided I was done with the bullshit. 

The above excerpt demonstrates the anti-gay culture in many Black churches. For Bob, 

the idea of an outsider or non-member using an opportunity to bring awareness to gun 

violence in the Black community to condemn gays to hell was a sign of disrespect. This 

constant reinforcement that BGM receive about God's denial of their sexuality as an 

abomination calls into question whether they could identify as Black, Christian, and gay. 

So, they may ultimately decide to leave their Black Church.  

Black Gay Men Struggle to Feel Connected to God 

Participants’ negative experiences in their homophobic Black churches challenged 

their felt connectedness to God. These BGM collectively asserted that constant messages 

from members about homosexuality being sinful and an abomination to God tended to 

uphold the notion that gayness is a choice rather than who they are or had become. Trey 

provides an account of how members at his Black church perceived his sexuality in the 

eyesight of God:  

Church people despise gays as if it were like spitting God in his face. It made me 

feel insecure because I was young and trying to figure out my sexuality, but the 

church made me feel like I was supposed to be hung. 

Within the Black Church, to be gay is deemed the ultimate disrespect to God. Thus, some 

BGM would grapple with their sexual identity to pursue deliverance and be accepted by 
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God. Ezra, who had explored multiple methods to deliverance, illustrates the extent to 

which BGM will go to denounce their sexual identity to feel a greater sense of connection 

to God. He noted:  

I had previously been to prayer camps, and I tried conversion therapy. I also 

attended ex-gay prayer groups and was a candidate for electrotherapy even though 

I never went through with it. Being in church and hearing about the wrongful 

nature of homosexuality groomed me into thinking that something was wrong 

with me. I felt like a deficient human being. I was always being told that I am the 

worst of the worst. I remember crying out to God, saying, “Lord, I ain't cursing, I 

ain’t drinking, and I ain’t smoking, but I am gay.” I tried so hard to please God 

and to make it into heaven. 

Although many participants had closeted their sexuality within their Black churches, their 

negative experiences resulted in a deep internal struggle to make peace with God. 

However, their inability to change their hearts’ desire to be physically and sexually 

involved with other men left them feeling hopeless.  

 Participants struggled internally to make sense of their sexuality and to feel 

connected to God. Ezra stated, “I couldn’t understand why God would create me to get it 

wrong.” Further, Trey believed that BGM's demeaning was “straight” members' way of 

feeling more Holy and closely connected to God. He stated:   

I feel like me being gay creates tension amongst people who believe that they are 

high and holy, and that God can’t love me in the same way he loves them. But I 

tell people that there is no way I just decided to be gay. God created me this way. 
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A common response that I get from people is that I’m not talking to or praying to 

the real God.  

Similarly, Terrell added, “I think the Black Church wants gays to believe that we are not 

enough and that we aren't worthy of God's love.” The fact that Trey communicated that 

God created him to be gay led members to believe that he serves a fabricated version of 

the real God. Because, as Michael stated, “although Church people say that God loves me 

unconditionally, they will turn around and say that he hates my sexuality.” This constant 

back and forth about who gets to be a child of God led Ezra to therapy. Ezra explained:     

It was through therapy that I gained the strength to come out to my parents. James 

Baldwin once stated, “I had to vomit up all the filth I'd been taught about myself 

to walk on this earth as though I had a right to be here.” Attending therapy helped 

me to make that choice. 

Ezra was one of few BGM to seek professional therapy to make sense of his sexuality. 

By seeking support outside of his Black Church, Ezra came to terms with his sexual 

identity and felt more closely connected to God than ever before. He had to unlearn 

negative ways of viewing himself and learn new ways of embracing all aspects of his 

identity, including his sexuality. Finally, Terrell also learned that “God loves me and 

accepts me for who I am. So, I can’t allow church folk to tell me anything different.” 

However, his ability to accept that he is created in God’s image and likeness did not 

happen until he separated himself from the Black Church. Terrell added, “It took me 32 

years to fall in love with myself, and I honor God regardless of who thinks my lifestyle is 

wrong.” Participants finding support outside of the church and even leaving their Black 

Churches were beneficial in focusing on and developing their relationship with God.  
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Black Gay Men Experience Struggles with Mental Health and Illness 

Mental illness can be defined as all diagnosable health conditions that are 

characterized by alterations in thinking, mood, or behavior associated with distress and/or 

impaired functioning including depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, 

suicidal tendencies, etc. (Goldman & Grob, 2006, p. 738). When asked how being Black, 

gay, and male in the Black Church affected their mental health, participants in this study 

recalled instances when they struggled with their mental health due to their stigmatizing 

experiences in the Black Church. These experiences most accurately reflect how BGM in 

the Black Church suffer in silence as they make sense of their sexual identity. Christian, a 

37-year-old former member of a Black Baptist Church, explained how having to 

internalize his sexual interest for men left him feeling depressed: “I knew that I was 

different, but I could not tell anyone that I was attracted to men. So, I bottled up my truth, 

which led to me feeling depressed and very marginalized.” Christian did not feel that he 

could verbalize his feelings because his Black Church was not a setting where he could 

be his whole self, so he described the internalization of his non-heterosexual identity as 

“coming out to myself.” Similarly, when asked how being Black and gay in the Black 

Church has impacted his mental health, Silas illustrated the mental health struggles that 

BGM face as they internally make sense of their sexual identity while being members of 

the Black Church. He stated:  

Growing up, I had a lot of questions about my sexual orientation, but I never 

really asked anyone because I heard so many negative things about gay people. 

The things that I would hear [at church] made it difficult for me to come out about 
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my sexuality. I even began to doubt myself and that came with a lot of depression 

and thoughts of suicide. 

Like many participants, Silas found himself grappling internally to figure out if he was 

gay. Because his Black Church was not a place where he felt comfortable questioning his 

sexual interest in men due to circulating homonegative messages, this internal isolation 

led to feelings of depression and thoughts of suicide. 

 Dre also noted how having to choose between his sexuality and religion affected 

his mental health and well-being. His comment reflects a shared belief among 

participants that people in the Black Church enjoy the company of BGM but hate their 

sexuality. He commented:  

I remember on more than one occasion feeling suicidal. It was like nobody cared 

about or loved me and the Black Church played a confusing role in me figuring 

out my sexuality. It's almost like people loved me but hated the fact that I identify 

as gay. I'm in a much greater space today than I was three or four years ago, 

which is great because I didn't think things would get better for me. 

Preston, shared a similar sentiment:  

The internal fight of having to choose between God or my sexuality led to my 

depression, and people noticed it. I was happy some days and sad other days, but I 

tried my hardest not to show my depression. So, I pretended to be happy and I 

covered up my hurt with a smile. But my depression got so bad that I tried to 

attempt suicide a few times. I was tired of being talked about and rejected and I 

tried to use my grandfather's shotgun (around age 9 or 10) to shoot myself in the 

head. I thank God that I didn't pull the trigger because it was loaded with bullets. 
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Dre and Preston noted feeling suicidal and depressed on multiple occasions due to their 

Black churches rejecting their sexuality. Experiences of rejection and the mindset of 

“love the sinner, hate the sin” were strong for Dre, whose mother is a pastor of a large 

Black Church. He added, “She loves me as her child, but she has yet to accept my 

sexuality. I have to accept that if I marry my partner, she will not attend the wedding 

ceremony.” For BGM, the struggle to choose between their religious and homosexual 

identities is complex because choosing to identify as gay could result in rejection and 

distance from family. Thus, like Preston, the mental health struggle BGM experience can 

be severely internal and hidden through the performance of happiness. 

 The pressure that BGM experience from their Black churches to choose between 

their religion and sexuality can trickle into their dating experience in ways that 

compromise their happiness. Julio mentioned how his religion inhibits his ability to date 

men, leading to feelings of sadness and depression:   

I would want to date other men, but my religion told me that it was wrong, so I 

kind of like repressed my desires, which left me sad and depressed at times. I 

would get so far [into dating men] and say I can't do this because I couldn't figure 

out if it were the right thing to do—even though I felt happy. 

For Julio, the anti-gay environment of his Black Church was ingrained in this thought 

process, serving as a barrier in his personal dating experience. This mental bondage led to 

Julio’s depression, but telling BGM who they are and how they feel can result in their 

self-afflicted harm. Trey added:  

When I was twelve or thirteen, I had access to the Internet, and I started searching 

for self-harm and suicide. I had developed a habit of cutting. There was also a 
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time when I was very suicidal. A lot of my self-harm came as a result of being 

told for years that something is wrong with me. I am not struggling with my 

sexuality as I once was, but I still have a lot of mental health issues. 

Struggling with mental health and illness is very real for Black gay males who have been 

exposed to homonegative messages in the Black Church. Experiences of exclusion can 

evoke feelings of depression, self-harm, and suicide. However, it was rare for participants 

in this study to seek professional help. Michael explained that resistance to professional 

mental health services primarily results from an existing narrative in the Black Church 

that seeking therapy, or a psychiatrist is for crazy people of those spiritually flawed 

(Shattell & Brown, 2017; Ward et al., 2009; Williams & Justice, 2010). When asked to 

explain how he attends to his mental health concerns, Michael explained:  

Um… I realize that taking charge of my mental health is a necessity because I 

have always been told to pray about it [homosexuality]. Within my church 

community, going to a therapist and talking about depression was seen as 

something that needed to be given to God. Now that I am older, I realize there 

were many times I was severely depressed and should have sought professional 

help. But I felt like I couldn't say anything to anybody because it would make 

everything real. 

Michael's decision to seek professional help was not motivated by his experiences of 

stigma in the Black Church, but rather his late grandmother's passing and his desire to 

find ways to talk through his grief. His comment that “I couldn't say anything to anybody 

because it would make everything real,” illustrates how much BGM's struggles with their 

mental health around their sexuality are internal. However, through therapy, he was 
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finally able to open up and begin healing from years of being rejected by his Black 

Church. 

Black Gay Men Experience Managing the Stigma of Being Gay in the Black Church 

This theme encapsulates several strategies BGM in the Black Church employ to 

manage their felt stigma. As Meisenbach (2010a) noted, the degree to which individuals 

perceive stigmatizing messages as applying to them will determine how they process and 

respond to stigmatization. Specifically, participants identified five strategies they turn to 

when faced with stigma and mental health challenges: (1) accepting their gay identity 

through ignoring stigma messages, (2) shifting responsibility, (3) developing a personal 

relationship with God, (4) closeting their sexuality, and (5) leaving the Black Church. 

BGM tend to engage these stigma management strategies independently and at the same 

time.  

Accepting their Gay Identity through Ignoring Stigma Messages 

 Some BGM in the Black Church managed their experiences of stigma by finding 

the inner strength to accept themselves. The acceptance of one's sexual identity 

manifested differently for many BGM, but they all agreed that doing so offered a sense of 

freedom. However, even those who had come to accept themselves grappled with 

overcoming painful Black church experiences. When Preston was asked to describe what 

he found to be most fulfilling in his Black church experience, he stated “nothing.” 

Instead, he spoke about how the Black Church had for a long time made him hate himself 

and how he had been working hard to “love the little boy in me that has been so 

crumbled.” Preston went on to say: 
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It is really difficult to be Black, Christian, and gay. I go to church, attend revivals, 

and listen to enough podcasts to know that there are still many people who 

absolutely hate gay people. Sometimes the things that I hear get into my head, but 

I refuse to reject who I am and the individuals I am attracted to. I accept my truth.  

Despite the internal struggle to love himself, Preston is at a place in life where he now 

accepts himself and his gay sexual identity. Getting to a place of acceptance can be risky 

for BGM in the Black Church who fear losing their connection to their Black churches 

and even family.  

Constant stigma experiences in Black churches can leave many BGM intolerant to 

homophobic people and environments that they accept their sexual identity as a badge of 

honor. Ezra was able to accept his being gay by ignoring the opinions of people at this 

church: “It is not my business to worry about the people who cannot accept my truth. The 

[Black] church is supposed to be a place of refuge and a place of safety. I should be able 

to be my authentic self.” Brandon provided more clarity around this idea of acceptance 

through ignoring stigmas. He spoke about how freeing it felt to come out to his mom and 

aunt after continually being questioned by members in the Black Church on whether he 

was gay. His decision to “come out” reduced this pressure but was also his way of 

owning his identity as a Black gay man. He explained:  

I got rid of the feeling that I was doing something wrong, and I started walking in 

confidence. Now, I tell people that I am a gay believer, and I don't allow them to 

tell me otherwise. I have heard that my lifestyle is an abomination a billion times, 

but I feel like God cares less about what I do in my bedroom than how I treat 

others.  
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Brandon's comment on treating others well and Ezra's previous assertion that the Black 

Church “is supposed to be a place of refuge and a place of safety” illustrates how BGM 

consider the role of the Black Church and the moral character of Christians in accepting 

themselves. More specifically, participants feel a higher call of duty to God and humanity 

that is not impacted by their sexuality. Thus, Brandon could accept his being Black, 

Christian, and gay. 

 When explicitly asked how he manages his sexuality in the Black Church, Dr. 

Reo found that focusing on his purpose for participating in Black Church organizing 

allowed him to ignore others' opinions and moved him to a place of accepting his 

sexuality. He noted:  

I go to church for one purpose, which is to give honor and glory to Jesus Christ. I 

shouldn't have to look a certain way or act a certain way. I am who I am 

regardless if I wear khakis or polo or whatever it may be. So, I don't care how 

people perceive me as long as I know who I am. During my father's funeral, for 

example, I intentionally made sure that I had my partner's name as someone I was 

with in the program. Everyone else in my family had their partner's name listed, 

so I intentionally did the same. When they read the program, my partner's name 

was mentioned in the middle of my father's funeral, and it didn't bother me. I have 

the right to be present, and nobody can challenge me on what I feel like my 

presence should look like. If people feel like they want to approach me 

negatively, then they have to be ready for my response.   

Dr. Reo realized that his duty and service in the Black Church is unto God provided 

impetus that reduced his felt need to appease people. It no longer mattered to him what 
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people thought, but how he saw himself and how God sees him. Dr. Reo's request to have 

his partner’s name listed in his father's funeral program and not feel bothered by what 

church members of the family thought revealed his full acceptance of his sexuality and 

developed intolerance of homonegative messages to stand up for himself. 

Shifting Responsibility 

Participants' understanding that being gay is not a choice helped them manage 

their stigma experiences in the Black Church. Specifically, they shifted the discourse of 

being gay as a personal (and sinful) choice to placing the responsibility on God who 

created them. Ben iterated BGM’s belief that he does not choose his sexuality:  

I am a Black gay male, but I did not choose to be gay. I don’t believe that being 

gay is wrong. I tell people all the time that I would never choose to be a 

homosexual in this life, especially since my mom is the pastor of a large church. I 

truly believe that God made me the way I am. 

 Ben having to “tell people all the time that I would never choose to be a homosexual” 

reveals how, for BGM, legitimizing their sexuality can be a constant struggle of proving 

that God created them to be gay. The logic that Ben would not intentionally seek to hurt 

his mom by choosing a sexual identity that competes with her religious identity and 

reputation allows him to shift from holding himself responsible for his experienced 

stigma to placing the responsibility on God. Similarly, Dre contended that despite Black 

church members’ attempt to make him feel like being gay is a choice, that he had no 

choice in his sexuality:  
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People in the Black Church have always tried to make me feel like I chose to be 

gay. I have known that I was gay since grade school, to be honest. I knew it as a 

child. I was never attracted to a female. 

Dre’s comment of never being attracted to a female informed his belief that God created 

him to like men. Christian also feels that much like his Black identity, his gay identity 

was assigned at birth: 

I truly believe that God does not make mistakes. I believe that people are born 

gay. So, when you [Black Church members] tell someone that you love them and 

in the same breathe you call them a sinner, it feels disingenuous. I did not choose 

to be gay, just like I didn't choose to be Black. I mean, why would I choose to be 

a part of two demographics that have been historically oppressed, and these 

identities continue to be oppressed?  

The above excerpt illustrates how BGM use logic to place the responsibility on God for 

their gay identity to manage their experiences of stigma. Interestingly, there is a slight 

shift in discourse from “God made me this way” (placing responsibility on God) to “God 

does not make mistakes” (defending God). In this sense, Christian, and other BGM 

engage in a logical explanation that being gay should not be stigmatized.  

Developing a Personal Relationship with God 

Shifting their focus from the pressure to appease people in their Black churches to 

developing a direct relationship with God was another way that BGM could manage the 

stigma of being gay in the Black Church. BGM grew tired of being told by members and 

leaders that they could not access God due to their sexuality, so they worked to 

strengthen their line of communication with God themselves. When asked if attending the 
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Black Church is essential to his relationship with God, Dr. Reo alluded to the importance 

of going to the church to listen to gospel music for peace of mind. However, he felt that 

clinging to God on a personal level was necessary to move past the hurt he regularly 

experienced as a member of his Black Church: 

I very much believe that we all have damage as gay black men in the black 

church, which leaves us having to, for lack of better words, develop our own 

individual relationship with God in a way that we think best suits who we are and 

what we believe to protect us from all of the hurt that comes with attending a 

Black Church on a regular basis. 

Dr. Reo emphasized how damaging the Black Church can be for BGM, leaving them 

feeling the need to develop a personal relationship with God that does not require them to 

be connected to their church community. Like Dr. Reo, Bob further emphasized how he 

attends the Black Church to hear gospel music but does not expect anything else:  

I used to walk into the church expecting something, but now I feel that a lot of 

what we as people are searching for can be found internally. I had to learn that. I 

just go to church to hear good music and to be around family. Now… if a family 

member invites me to go to church, I will go, but my relationship with God is in 

my heart. 

Finally, Calvin, a 69-year old, active member of a Black Baptist church, stated: “I have 

had way too many blessings to believe that God doesn't love me. So, I don't deal with the 

church when it comes to my sexuality. I go to [church to] sing a little music and to have a 

good time.” In BGM choosing to focus on their personal relationship with God, they may 
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partially separate themselves from Black Church organizing or selectively participate to 

manage their stigma experience. 

Consistent with this theme, Preston felt that he needed to tune out the messages he 

had received from members at his church about being displeasing to God to find God for 

himself:  

The journey of discovering God for myself has been very long and dreading. 

Growing up, everybody [at church] told me that I was supposed to love God, but 

because people hated my sexuality, they told me that God hated me. Initially, I 

did not want to be a part of the [Black] church. I mean, I still went to the church, 

but it felt like I was being bullied. I would go to church and feel rejected. It had 

gotten to the point where I had to stop listening to people [at church] telling me 

how I was supposed to love Jesus, and I started figuring out how to love him for 

myself. 

Preston felt like demonstrating his love for Jesus Christ within his Black Church meant 

being willing to reduce his actions that were perceived to be gay. However, he managed 

his experiences of feeling bullied by ignoring what people said and finding comfort in his 

personal relationship with God. Similarly, Brandon went on to talk about a romantic 

relationship he had with a Black Church pastor and how he had been removed from that 

pastor's church due to his refusal to change into more acceptable clothing. Although the 

pressure to change his tight pants came from ushers within the Black Church, the pastor 

himself helped facilitate Brandon's removal. This experience left Brandon feeling as 

though the Black Church was no longer a safe place and that he had destroyed his 

relationship with God. He commented: 
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My relationship with that pastor tainted my whole church experience. I stopped 

believing that the house of the Lord was a place of safety and peace (crying). I 

just felt like my relationship with God was not strong anymore. [...] I was figuring 

out my sexuality [but] felt like I destroyed my relationship with God for “quote 

unquote” dick. Through this experience, I learned to stop allowing the church to 

tell me where I stand with Jesus Christ. I learned that my relationship with God is 

truly my own.  

In addition to developing his relationship with God, Brandon's time and space away from 

the church allowed him to manage his stigmatizing experience. Specifically, although his 

experience was hurtful, it took Brandon to be kicked out of a Black Church to realize that 

he did not need to be physically located in the church to maintain a relationship with 

God. He began to construct a relationship with God that made sense to him.  

 Many BGM felt that by focusing on developing their relationship with God rather 

than their stigma experiences in the Black Church, it was helpful to their mental health 

and well-being. Marcus had removed himself from the Black Church permanently:   

I feel like ever since I stopped going to church every Sunday, my mental health 

has improved. I still consider myself a very spiritual person, but I had to find my 

relationship with God outside of the Black Church. Stepping away from the 

church allowed me to learn more about myself and come to my own conclusions 

about life. I needed to reduce the noise and opinions of people at my church, 

which has helped me a lot. 
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By separating himself from the Black Church to focus on his relationship with God, 

Marcus reduced the noise and opinions of people that allowed him to construct what he 

needed his relationship with God to be.   

Closeting their Sexuality  

The majority of BGM in this study managed to reduce stigma experiences in their 

Black Church communities through closeting. As mentioned earlier, closeting is a 

communication process through which homosexuals navigate the revealing and 

disclosure of their invisible non-normative sexualities (McDonald et al., 2019; Snorton, 

2014; Valera & Taylor, 2010). BGM realized that coming forth about their sexuality bore 

consequences beyond their own stigma experiences. Precisely, due to gay stigmas in the 

Black Church and Black community, participants feared that their disclosure of their 

sexuality might pose risks to their families or loss of their own leadership status in their 

respective Black churches. For instance, Silas felt that if members at his Black church 

found out that he was gay, he would ruin his reputation as a leader and let his 

grandparents down. He stated: 

It was challenging. I always felt like I needed to put on a front or hide who I am 

because my grandparents are pastors, and I didn't want to let them down. I was 

also in leadership roles like the choir and leading praise and worship. So, I felt 

like if I were outed—all of that would have been taken away, and I would 

probably bring shame to my family. 

The need to put on a front or act straight, as Silas states, is a clear example of how BGM 

work to closet their sexuality. Kwame best explained BGM's fear of having their 

leadership position stripped away. He added:  
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I think we hide those most vulnerable parts of ourselves out of fear of being 

shunned by the Black Church and the Black community. I remember being a 

deacon and teaching Sunday school and imagining how if people in the church 

knew that I was gay, they probably wouldn't let me teach Sunday school. I feared 

having my position taken away.  

Due to the gay stigma in the Black Church, BGM worked hard to closet their sexual 

identity. One way that they were able to conceal their sexuality was by not talking about 

it. Terrell mentioned:  

I navigated through the church the same way I got through work and school. I 

really didn't acknowledge it, and whenever I had a gay thought, I told myself, “no, 

that's not right,” or I just kept that shit to myself, but the feelings didn't go away. 

Terrell's excerpt shows how concealing one's sexual identity can be an internal struggle. 

Participants would feel bad about not acting on their desires to be with a man but felt that 

concealing their sexuality was necessary to survive their Black churches.    

 The BGM in this study often worked to closet their sexuality by using 

heteronormative talk (Cohen, 1999; Goffman, 1963; Harris, 2010; Kinder & Sanders, 

1996; Spradlin, 1998). Many BGM adjust talk to appear heterosexual to fit religious 

expectations. Ezra mentioned how he refers to male and female relationships when 

talking at his church singles meeting:   

Now, I will admit. Sometimes when I am attending a singles meeting at church, I 

will use words like he or she when talking about my relational interests. However, 

I do that not because I am ashamed of my sexual identity but admitting that I like 

men can offend some people. It comes down to knowing what hill you want to die 
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on. […] We can protest another day, honey, but it's not worth dying on a hill for 

ten people in a singles group. 

Ezra's decision to conceal his sexual identity was out of concern of not wanting to offend 

anyone due to his interest in men. He felt that it was not worth the battle to reveal that he 

is gay. Similarly, Preston talked about how his mother influenced him to talk about his 

interest in girls when around other men to appear straight:   

My mother said, “a lot of people think you are gay [Preston], but that's not true, 

right?” I said no, ma'am. Then she said, “well, when you are with other guys, just 

start telling them what type of girls you like.” […] I began to do more masculine 

things. I started shaking other men's hands with a grip, and I even tried to speak 

with a deeper voice. When I was around certain people, I would talk about girls I 

liked, so they [men at church] would not assume I was gay.  

The above excerpt shows how others can influence BGM's decision to conceal their 

sexuality. Although Preston was prompted by his mother, his decision to talk about his 

interest in women, shake other men's hands firmly, and speak with a deeper voice 

allowed him to silence the talk about him being gay. 

Leaving the Black Church  

Some BGM worked to manage their stigma experience by deciding to leave their 

Black churches. Choosing to leave the church is a tough decision, given its strong ties to 

the Black community. Kwame was a deacon at this Black Church but felt that deciding to 

leave was necessary for his sanity. As a leader in his Black Church, he felt conflicted 

because while other leaders were busy “praying the gay away” for members struggling 

with their sexuality, he identified closeted spaces to act on his sexual interest in men. The 



 

 96 

homophobic culture in Kwame's Black Church made it difficult for him to be a Black 

Church leader and gay, so he left. He mentioned: 

I left the church and fully renounced my religion. I think if I were still in the 

church, I would have lost my mind by now. I remember one Sunday after church, 

I was so conflicted about my sexuality that I drove around and threw my gay 

pornography out the window. I wanted it to stop. I had to get away from it. I kept 

telling myself, “this is not right,” but the thoughts just kept coming back. […] I 

can't explain why I like men or why I don't find women attractive. I finally 

reached a point where I didn't see myself as having a place in the church as a 

Black gay man. 

Kwame's sentiment shows how BGM in the Black Church can struggle to maintain their 

attendance in Black churches due to the stigma, such that they ultimately choose to leave. 

He could no longer handle the struggle of denying his sexuality. No matter how hard 

Kwame tried not to be attracted to men, he could not fix his desire, so he ultimately 

decided to renounce his membership to the Black Church. Similarly, Trey explained how 

he knew he was attracted to men at the early age of 12 or 13 but being gay was “frowned 

upon and seen as an enormous sin” at his church. He decided to leave the Black Church 

as a teenager because he did not want to be mistreated or to struggle with his identity:  

Being a Black gay man in the Black Church really messes you up in terms of your 

identity. I had to step away from the church once I became a teenager because I 

didn't want to continue struggling with my identity. I felt so unwelcome not only 

in the Black Church but also in society, especially within the Black community.  
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Importantly, Trey did not feel that the Black Church is a place where he could be his full 

self as a Black gay man. He compared his feeling stigmatized in the Black Church to 

homophobia in society and the Black community.  

 Keyon's experience was a bit different in that he left his Black Church but instead 

sought membership at a gay-affirming church. He has since relocated, but explained:   

Attending an affirming church has helped me mentally. My previous Bishop is an 

affirming pastor at a church in Jacksonville, Florida, and I give praise to God for 

him because it is through him that I learned so much about myself and who I am 

in Christ. He allowed me to serve as a youth pastor at his church, and I felt very 

accepted and fulfilled. I thank God for him being placed in my life. 

By leaving his former Black Church to join a gay-affirming church, Keyon learned a lot 

about himself and developed his relationship with God without having to be that being 

gay is wrong. His experience was also optimistic because he was accepted into leadership 

as a BGM.  

Big Discourses Across the Themes 

My analysis revealed three big Discourses across the themes that worked together 

to shape BGM’s oppressive realities in their Black churches. Big D discourse is 

concerned with larger systems of knowledge, whereas little d discourse is focused on 

everyday discursive interactions (Gee, 2015). The first two big Discourses at play are 

hegemonic and toxic masculinities. Hegemonic masculinity promotes the notion that men 

are dominant in comparison to women, who are expected to be subordinate (Connell, 

2005). Toxic masculinity represents a more destructive form of hegemonic masculinity 

that can manifest as chauvinism, sexism, misogyny, and women's objectification (Sculos, 
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2017a/2017b). A shared trait between these two concepts is that they both promote 

heteronormativity, that is, that heterosexuality is normal and assumed and that individuals 

should behave in accordance with heterogender norms.   

It became clear through BGM's lived experiences, as particularly expressed in 

theme three (Black gay men experience pressure to fit hetero-masculinity norms), 

that these masculinity Discourses were related to how they experienced constant pressure 

to talk, walk, and dress less femininely. Also, BGM felt that Black Church leaders and 

members assumed that they were dating women. In instances where they were openly gay 

or perceived to be gay, the BGM were reduced to their sexuality, rejected, and 

stigmatized. Theme three of the analysis reveals strictly defined visions of masculinity 

within the Black Church. Being a woman or feminine is viewed as a sign of weakness, 

displaying toxic masculinity. One example of this is when a church elder told Preston that 

he has a "pussy handshake." This type of discourse undergirds a broader hegemonic 

masculinity Discourse because it promotes the notion that men are stronger than women 

and must present themselves as such.   

            Black churches play an active role in perpetuating hegemonic and toxic 

masculinities, and these larger meaning systems become a weapon used against BGM 

who are unwilling to enact them. The constant dissuading of BGM from doing anything 

that could be interpreted as "feminine" or "gay" such as policing their physical 

appearance, illustrates the binaries and narrow standards around sexuality in the Black 

Church and society, as illustrated in theme two (Black gay men experience negative 

judgment based on their physical appearance). Black Church leaders and members' 

enactments of toxic masculinity bear consequences for BGM because these men 
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challenge traditional notions of masculinity and femininity produced in society (Butler 

2004). Therefore, BGM tend to play the role of being "straight" and draw upon other 

stigma management strategies (theme seven) while missing the opportunity to be their 

authentic selves within their Black Churches.   

            The third big discourse at play in the BGM’s experiences is Black Church 

religiosity, which promotes an anti-gay stance. In theme four (Black gay men experience 

being told that their sexuality is sinful and an abomination to God), Black Church leaders 

and members were drawing upon religious rhetoric and interpreting it to advance their 

hegemonic and toxic masculinity perspectives. It was through telling BGM that God 

created them to be "straight" and through messages that being gay is sinful and an 

abomination to God that the Black Church was able to perpetuate a wide belief and 

values of anti-gayness within the Black family and community. This led to BGM’s 

struggle to feel connected to God, as expressed in theme five. Black Church religiosity is 

unique because it has historically promoted anti-gayness within the Black religion. 

Further, Black Church leaders are viewed as the closest of all members to God, and at 

times, their words are received as if they had come from God. Thus, through these big 

Discourses, BGM experiences of stigma in the Black Church (themes 1-7) are connected 

and share meaning. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological (Creswell & Poth, 

2018; van Manen, 1990) research study was to examine the shared lived experiences of 

Black gay men (BGM) in Black Church organizing in the United States. As a critical-

interpretive scholar, I employed this research to give voice to and center the 

communicative experiences of Black gay men in Black Churches. This purpose aligns 

with one of several vital elements that makes organizational communication research 

unique is its focus on centering the non-managerial voice (Mumby & Stohl, 1996). 

Specifically, this dissertation sought to identify obstacles that BGM see as restricting 

their lived realities in Black churches to create more inclusive religious experiences 

welcoming diverse sexualities. 

Scholars have long argued that the Black community's resistance to same-sex 

relations is due primarily to its affiliation to Black churches where homosexuality is 

perceived to be a sin (Cohen, 1999; Lemelle & Battle, 2004; Lewis, 2003; McKenzie & 

Rouse, 2013). Historically portrayals of deviant Black sexuality in the United States of 

America provides some understanding as to why the Black Church's took a very 

conservative stance against homosexuality (Harris, 2010; Higginbotham, 1993; Lincoln 

& Mamiya, 1990). Further, Black men who have sex with men are perceived to be a 

threat to the erosion of traditional family structures (Griffin, 2000; Stanford, 2013). Thus, 

it can be difficult for BGM to be their whole selves in their Black churches, leaving them 

feeling torn between their allegiance to the Black Church, which forms the Black 

community's cultural backbone and embracing their sexuality identity. Given the 

historically strong ties between the Black Church in providing material benefits and 
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spiritual renewal to the Black community during and post slavery (Pew Research Center, 

2015a, 2015b), it was worthwhile to explore the phenomenon of BGM’s experiences of 

stigma in Black Church organizing.  

This discussion chapter considers how my findings answer the four research 

questions that undergirded this hermeneutic phenomenological study of BGM lived 

experiences in Black Church organizing. I then offered theoretical, method, and practical 

implications before discussing limitations in this study. I concluded the chapter with a 

discussion of possible future directions. 

Research Questions 

The core questions guiding this dissertation are: RQ1) How do Black gay men 

experience stigma in Black Church organizing? RQ2) How do Black gay men cope with 

and manage their felt stigma? RQ3) What role does mental health play in the experiences 

of Black gay men in Black Church organizing? And RQ4) How do power and stigma 

interact in the experiences of Black gay men in Black Church organizing? 

Research Question One. How do Black Gay Men Experience Stigmatization in Black 

Church Organizing? 

My first research question got at the heart of this dissertation project to 

understand the phenomenon of BGM’s experience of stigma in Black Church organizing. 

Goffman (1963) defined stigma as a deeply discrediting attribute that reduces an 

individual's status from a whole person to a partial one. Stigma represents an undesirable 

characteristic that relies on the social transmission of a negative stereotype to pass 

through a community of people to where the undesirable characteristic becomes a 

publicly shared image of the disgrace (Meisenbach & Hutchins, 2020; Smith & 
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Applegate, 2018; Smith et al., 2016). To answer this question, I drew upon the first five 

major themes presented in chapter four that illustrate BGM’s experiences of stigma in the 

Black Church: a) Black gay men experience discrimination in the Black Church, b) Black 

gay men experience negative judgment based on their physical appearance, c) Black gay 

men experience pressure to fit hetero-masculinity norms, d) Black gay men experience 

being told that their sexuality is sinful and an abomination to God, and e) Black gay men 

experience struggles to feel connected to God. Although themes six (Black gay men 

experience struggles with mental health and illness) and seven (Black gay men 

experience managing the stigma of being gay in the Black Church) are essential elements 

of BGM’s experience in the Black Church, I will discuss them more in the sections on 

mental health and managing stigma. 

First, BGM experienced stigmatization in the Black Church through outright 

discrimination. They held onto the notion that their experiences in Black Church 

organizing were far less welcoming than non-gay members’ experiences, often noting 

having experienced discrimination from an early age through their involuntary separation 

from seemingly “straight” members who represented normalcy of the Black Church. 

Thus, it was common for BGM to feel unequal and “othered.” 

Second, BGM also experienced stigmatization in the Black Church through 

negative judgment based on their physical appearance. Participants felt that what they 

wore to church or how they presented their physical selves determined whether they 

would be the target of judgmental and shaming messages in the form of gossip amongst 

members of Black churches. For instance, Brandon felt that he had been judged based on 

his Black Church's negative perception of men wearing fitted clothes. His decision to 
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wear tight pants led to a negative focus on his physical appearance rather than his 

spiritual needs and reasoning for attending the church. Brandon being told by ushers that 

he could not wear tight pants in the Black Church shows how the Black religious 

experience is laden with power and control. 

Third, throughout the data analysis process, it became clear that BGM 

experienced stigmatization through pressure to fit strict hetero-masculinity norms 

promoted by their Black churches. The pressure to be “straight” and to live up to Black 

churches ideals of masculinity reinforced to BGM that they are not normal. Specifically, 

participants were reminded indirectly by Black churches' that heterosexuality is the 

perceived norm within Black churches, leaving them, at times, to feel as lessor Christians 

and positioned at the margins. 

Fourth, BGM experienced stigmatization through being told that their sexuality is 

sinful and an abomination to God. Within Black churches, homosexuality is perceived to 

be a sin, and, therefore, individuals who participate in same-sex intimate relations must 

secretly maintain their non-heterosexual identities. Participants received messages of 

“homosexuality as sinful” from congregants and leaders in the pulpit, leaving them to 

look for a sacred space to belong. There is a widely held belief within Black churches 

that homosexuality is an elevated sin that can leave BGM feeling as though their sexual 

identity or lifestyle is outside God's will. Further, BGM desiring to participate in Black 

Church organizing can require that they sit through fire and brimstone sermons where 

their sexuality is denounced and stigmatized in the pulpit. Developing an intolerance to 

homophobic church cultures can ultimately result in their decision to join an LGBTQ+ 

friendly Black Church separate from their Black Church.  
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Fifth and finally, participants experienced stigmatization because the cultures and 

talk within their Black churches led them to believe that they have less access to God. 

BGM were made to feel like being gay was, as Trey, described, “were like spitting God 

in his face.” Members talk about gays tended to assert that being gay is a personal choice, 

making it seem as though BGM would intentionally hurt God and that their oppressive 

experiences in their Black churches had been brought upon by themselves. More clearly, 

BGM, who were young and trying to figure out their sexuality were made to feel insecure 

and as though they were “supposed to be hung.”  Participants often felt as though any 

relationship they had with God was fabricated because people in the Black Church do not 

believe that the “real God” can love and communicate with gays.  

Research Question Two. How do Black Gay Men Cope with and Manage their Felt 

Stigma?  

Just as it is essential to understand how BGM experience stigma in the Black 

Church, it is equally important to explore how BGM respond to and/or manage their 

stigmatizing experiences (Meisenbach, 2010a). To answer this question, I called upon 

theme seven in chapter 4, which identified five strategies that BGM turn to as they 

experience stigma in Black Church organizing: (1) accepting their gay identity through 

ignoring stigma communication, (2) shifting responsibility for the stigma away from 

themselves, (3) developing a personal relationship with God, (4) closeting their sexuality, 

and (5) leaving the Black Church. 

Some BGM in this study were able to cope with and manage their experiences of 

stigma in their Black churches by finding the courage to accept their sexuality. Many of 

the participants realized that it was nearly impossible for them to live up to the hetero 
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normative expectations and unreasonable standards of their Black churches that, in some 

instances, provoked self-hate. They ultimately decided to live in their truths. Preston 

stated it best: “I refuse to reject who I am and the individuals I am attracted to. I accept 

my truth.” Some participants accepted their sexuality but kept their gay identity 

concealed or hidden within their Black churches due to fear of losing their connection to 

their Black Churches and family (Lee et al., 2017). In a few instances, participants 

demonstrated acceptance by openly displaying their sexuality while navigating their 

Black churches. Notably, the acceptance was that BGM in the Black Church experience 

is different from the Meisenbach (2010a) stigma communication management (SMC) 

framework’s conceptualization of accepting a stigma because the current theme was not 

about participants accepting their identity as stigmatized; instead, they felt empowered to 

own their truth. What they accepted was their own sexuality identity, and hence this 

strategy is most akin to SMC’s ignoring the stigma/displaying the characteristic strategy.  

A large part of their acceptance of their identity was ignoring the homonegative messages 

they received in their Black churches. 

Participants also coped with and managed their experiences of stigma in the Black 

Church by shifting their churches' discourse (that they are responsible for their stigma 

experiences) to arguing that God is responsible. To be clear, BGM asserted that being gay 

is not a choice and that God created them that way. BGM would often discuss logic with 

members in their Black churches, explaining that they would never choose to be 

homosexual due to the constant struggle and oppression tied to their sexuality. In 

particular, one participant explained how his sexuality conflicted with his mother's role as 

a pastor at a Black Church and how he would never intentionally seek to hurt her by 
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being gay. Even when participants did communicate that God created them to be gay, 

they also conveyed that God makes no mistakes to legitimize their sexuality as the 

identity they were assigned at birth. 

Developing a personal relationship with God was another way participants coped 

with and managed their stigma experiences in Black churches. Members and leaders were 

continually telling BGM that they could not communicate with God due to their 

sexuality, so these men focused on developing a communication line with God 

themselves. Participants refused to accept that God did not love them or that they could 

not access God because of the many blessings they had received through the exercising of 

their faith. As BGM began to see their relationship with God as separate from Black 

Church organizing, they found themselves separating from their church communities or 

choosing to selectively participate in the church in specific religious experience 

components such as the church choir.  

In continuing to address RQ2, “How do Black gay men cope with and manage 

their felt stigma?” It is common for BGM to closet their sexuality in the Black Church. 

Closeting is a communication process through which homosexuals navigate and disclose 

their gay identity (McDonald et al., 2019; Snorton, 2014; Valera & Taylor, 2010). For 

many BGM, disclosure of their sexuality bore consequences beyond their own 

experiences of stigma but posed the risk of families distancing themselves due to gay 

stigma and the potential loss of their leadership status in their respective Black churches. 

One way that some BGM could closet their gay identity was through heteronormative 

talk (Cohen, 1999; Goffman, 1963; Harris, 2010; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Spradlin, 

1998). Ezra provided some context as to how BGM work to hide their sexuality: “Now, I 
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will admit. Sometimes when I am attending a singles meeting at church, I will use words 

like he or she when talking about my relational interests.”  

Finally, BGM in this study were able to cope with and manage their experiences 

of stigma in their Black churches through their decision to leave their Black churches. 

Given the Black Church's strong ties to the Black community, for BGM, choosing to 

leave the church can be a tough decision. BGM would often feel conflicted because they 

had sexual desires to be with other men but felt conflicted navigating their Black 

Churches where leaders and members would communicatively foster unequal 

experiences for BGM by “praying the gay away” and sending homonegative messages 

through gossip. Many participants become tired of Black churches' homophobic cultures 

and the ongoing struggles with their mental health and illness, such that they ultimately 

chose to leave. 

Research Question Three. What Role does Mental Health Play in the Experiences of 

Black Gay Men in Black Church Organizing? 

 My third research question examined the role of mental health, particularly mental 

illness, in BGM’s lived experience in the Black Church. To answer this question, I turned 

to theme six, which addressed responses to me asking BGM explicitly to talk about how 

their experiences of stigma affected their mental wellbeing. BGM’s talk about their 

mental state revealed their suffering in silence because much of their lived experiences of 

being gay in Black churches were internalized due to the closeting of their sexuality 

(McDonald et al., 2019; Snorton, 2014; Valera & Taylor, 2010). Further, participants 

grappled with choosing between their religious and sexual identities. 
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In terms of mental health, participants described experiencing depression as they 

internally struggled to make sense of their desire to be intimate with other men. 

Participants noted feeling physically attracted to other men. However, they felt that they 

could not communicate these feelings because their Black Church communities view 

homosexuality as sinful and an abomination to God. It is worth noting that out of 20 

BGM who participated in this study, only three were openly gay within their church 

communities.  

Silas shared how he had many questions about his sexuality growing up but did 

not feel that he could talk to anyone about his gay feelings because of negative things he 

had heard about gays at church. His suffering in silence led to a lot of depression and 

thoughts of suicide. During the interview, when I asked Silas to provide more depth to his 

mental illness experience, he mentioned that it had been a few years since he last 

attempted suicide. Silas called me back a few days later and shared with me that he 

wanted to be honest and explained how his most recent attempt to take his own life was a 

couple of months before the interview. My heart broke, and I provided him the phone 

number of the National Suicide Hotline. Silas had assured me that he was in a good place 

and that the opportunity to talk through his lived experiences with me was far more 

beneficial than he had imagined. I struggled to find assurance that Silas would be okay 

because I had learned through other interviews that participants might engage in the 

performance of happiness to hide mental illness. Preston noted, “I pretended to be happy, 

and I covered up my hurt with a smile. But my depression got so bad that I tried to 

attempt suicide a few times.” 
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Having to choose between their religious and sexual identities also affected BGM 

mental health and wellbeing. The “love the sinner, but hate the sin” mentality was 

prevalent in Black churches, leaving BGM to feel torn or choose between their religious 

and sexual identities. Dre continued to struggle to wrap his mind around the possibility 

that if he chooses to marry his same-sex partner, he may never receive his mother's 

blessing, and his mother (who is a pastor) might not attend his wedding given her status 

in the Black Church and conflicting religious beliefs. During my interview with Dre, he 

mentioned that his male cousin had committed suicide in their grandmother's home a few 

years back. His cousin's internal struggle with his sexuality had provided Dre the strength 

to come out through a social media post. As difficult as it was to be open about his gay 

identity, he did not want to die without living his truth. However, for many BGM in the 

Black church, choosing to be open about their gay identity can mean separation and 

distance from the family that can have serious mental health consequences.   

 Although the mental health concerns of BGM are real, very few of the 

participants in this study mentioned ever receiving or seeking help from a mental help 

professional. Within Black churches, seeking a therapist or psychiatrist is “crazy people.” 

Instead, members of Black churches are instructed to pray and give their mental health 

concerns to God.  

Research Question Four. How do Power and Stigma Interact in the Experiences of 

Black Gay Men in Black Church Organizing? 

Stigma is a power-laden communication phenomenon concerned with the 

inclusion and exclusion of societal members (e.g., Chang & Bazarova, 2016; Goffman, 

1963; Meisenbach, 2010a; Smith, 2007; Zhu & Smith, 2016). In this sense, a study 
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focused on BGM’s experiences of stigma in the Black Church reveals how power is 

always at play in implicit and explicit ways. Dougherty's (2011) “web of power” 

metaphor provided an understanding of power in complex ways. She described how 

different strands of a web represent different power processes continually being woven, 

destroyed, and rewoven by and around various social groups. In addressing RQ4: “How 

do power and stigma interact in the experiences of Black gay men in Black Church 

organizing?” I drew from all seven themes in chapter four to demonstrate the discursive 

function and web of power weaves among from Black Church leaders, members, visitors, 

and the research participants. RQ4 also demonstrated how a single experience of 

stigmatization can occur at multiple levels through power processes.  

The power and status of Black Church leaders played a critical role in BGM’s 

experiences of stigma in the Black Church. Because pastoral leaders hold the highest 

status in many Black churches, they often set the tone by communicating issues of 

importance to the church community. However, Black Church leaders using their power 

and status in the Black Church to condemn gays is problematic because members tended 

to follow suit in ways that BGM experienced stigmatization from multiple sources within 

Black Church organizing. Pastors and ministers within Black churches often used 

religious scriptures to push their hetero-normative values, communicating to BGM that 

God intended only for man and woman to be in a relationship together. Black Church 

leaders also demonstrated power and control by policing the talk or walk of BGM, 

rebuking their decision to wear earrings in the church and pink colored clothing, and 

denying BGM equal opportunities to participate in religious exercises. 
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BGM would often feel reduced to their sexuality, and many of the participants in 

this study felt that they were accepted into the church only because of their gifts and 

talents. One participant described this as a prostitute and a pimp relationship between 

pastoral leaders and BGM. However, even though many BGM brought value to their 

Black churches by serving in several capacities, they felt pressured to present themselves 

as straight, lest they be driven out of the Black Church and denied support.   

In continuing to address RQ4, How do power and stigma interact in the 

experiences of Black gay men in Black Church organizing? Leaders and members would 

often work in tandem to create oppressive experiences for BGM. One way that they were 

able to do this was through their talk. These church folks felt that they could avoid 

legitimizing homosexuality by not talking about it unless the intent was to condemn gays 

to hell. Specifically, Black Church leaders and members would mark and label effeminate 

men as gay through gossip. In this study, one of the Black gay men noted being labeled 

as gay because he wore a scarf to the church in the middle of winter. These stigmatizing 

messages had BGM constantly questioning their physical appearance. Beyond Black 

Church leaders and members, there were instances where some BGM felt that invited 

guests at their Black churches would abuse their invitation by condemning gays from the 

pulpit, leaving them to feel displaced in their own church home.  

Essential for understanding how power and stigma interact in the experiences of 

Black gay men in Black Church organizing is understanding also how members 

sometimes enacted stigma in less verbal, yet still powerful ways. One of the BGM in this 

study mentioned how members at his church would choose not to stand up when he was 

singing because they did not believe that gay people should participate in Black Church 
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organizing. All of these decisive actions, taken together, contributed to the exclusion of 

the stigmatization of BGM.  

 Finally, in this study, participants themselves demonstrated power and resistance. 

In reflecting on how participants cope with and manage their stigma, BGMs’ decision to 

accept their sexuality and navigate their Black churches with a stigmatized and 

oppressive identity is one way that they enact power. Additionally, it was not uncommon 

for participants to choose to leave or walk out in the middle of a pastor’s fire and 

brimstone sermon that targeted gays. Lastly, one participant displayed explicit resistance 

by refusing to change his tight pants as ordered by church ushers. In contrast, others 

resisted in subtle ways, such as listing a same-sex partner's name in an obituary to be read 

during the funeral service.    

Summary of Research Questions  

In this first half of chapter five, I have addressed four research questions that 

guided this dissertation project: RQ1) How do Black gay men experience stigma in Black 

Church organizing? RQ2) How do Black gay men cope with and manage their felt 

stigma? RQ3) What role does mental health play in the experiences of Black gay men in 

Black Church organizing? And RQ4) How do power and stigma interact in the 

experiences of Black gay men in Black Church organizing? Taken together, these 

questions provide depth and context to the communicative construction and management 

of BGM stigmatizing experiences in Black Church organizing. The role of power was 

also considered and centered through critical analysis.  
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Theoretical Implications 

I contended that this dissertation project was a study of stigma communication 

and power because in addition to my interest in understanding how BGM communicate 

their experiences of stigma in their Black churches, stigma is a highly communicative and 

power-laden social process (Chang & Bazarova, 2016; Meisenbach & Hutchins, 2020; 

Smith, 2007; Zhu & Smith, 2016). Before this study, there was not a body of literature in 

the field of organizational communication research that communicatively explored Black 

gay men's experience of stigma in Black Church organizing. This dissertation project 

most closely aligned and built upon the work of Cooper and Mitra (2018). They had 

begun studying religious disengagement among young Black Millennials’ in the Black 

Church (Cooper & Mitra, 2018). My findings were consistent with Cooper and Mitra 

(2018) in that participants found their churches to be homophobic in a way that 

threatened their self-identity. In their study, participants indicated having been exposed to 

stigmatizing messages through church gossip, using biblical scripture to condemn 

homosexuality, hearing the communicative framing of homosexuality as a sin, and 

feeling pressured to deny their sexuality. This current dissertation project advances the 

work of Cooper and Mitra (2018) by exploring the lived experiences of BGM in 

particular. It provides a more extensive account of the role of mental health and illness in 

the lives of BGM in the Black Church, while engaging intersectionality theory and 

centering the role of power in their experiences.  

Because BGM navigate their Black churches at the margins, I contend that they 

organize around hetero or “normal” ideals of sexuality. This assertion connects to the 

work of Compton and Dougherty (2017) who defined this marginalized sexual location as 
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co-sexuality. Co-sexuality is best understood to be a process of how humans 

communicatively organize around “normal” or hetero-sexuality (Compton & Dougherty, 

2017). Consistent with Compton and Dougherty's (2017) research, this dissertation shows 

how BGM are not provided the same privilege to talk about non-hetero relationships and 

sexuality in the same way straight people are. However, different from their study where 

white or Caucasian LGBTQ identifying workers were able to carve out welcoming spaces 

within and outside of their organization. Gay stigma is deeply rooted in Black Church 

organizing, the Black family, and society in ways that make it nearly impossible for 

BGM to talk about and perform their sexuality. My current project contributes to 

Compton and Dougherty's (2017) research by offering insight into how BGM experience 

and perform their sexuality and how they perceive and communicatively interact with 

others.  

This dissertation project supports the work of Rachel Smith (2007) in 

demonstrating how stigma is communicatively constructed through the circulation of 

negative messages. Within this study, church gossip played a critical role in BGM 

experiences of stigma. This work also contributed to Meisenbach's (2010a) SMC 

framework because although I have used the term “accepting” as one-way BGM coped 

with and managed their stigma experiences, my use of the term differs from SMC. In 

SMC, accepting refers to accepting the stigma, whereas in the current study, a key theme 

was their acceptance of their identity, which constitutes ignoring the stigma and often 

openly displaying their sexuality. Thus, the accepting identity strategy shows how BGM 

found ways to feel empowered to live in their truth. Lastly, it became apparent within the 

analysis and interpretation that BGM draw upon multiple stigma management strategies 
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simultaneously, making it difficult to isolate their strategies in the write-up (Meisenbach 

et al., 2019; Noltensmeyer & Meisenbach, 2016). 

This study contributes to stigma communication research because it demonstrates 

how, for BGM, stigmatization can originate from multiple sources in a single experience. 

Specifically, BGM experienced stigmatization from Black Church leaders, members, and 

visitors—and at times simultaneously. It is also important to note that their stigma 

experiences were not confined within the Black Church, but as the literature suggested, 

BGM experience stigma in their families and society. Until now, stigma communication 

has not explicitly tackled how stigma is communicatively constructed at the intersection 

of organizational (i.e., the Black Church culture) and interpersonal/familial experiences 

(i.e., Black Church members, the Black family). There are also the societal experiences to 

be considered that were intentionally left unaddressed due to this dissertation project's 

scope, but will be addressed in future analysis of the data.  

This dissertation project contributed and responded to Link and Phelan (2001) 

who argued that writers who publish work on stigma are usually people who cannot recall 

an experience of being stigmatized. As a Black male, I was stigmatized and oppressed 

due to my Black racial identity. I also embodied non-visible stigmatized identities that I 

worked to conceal in specific spaces. In addition to how this study advanced stigma 

communication research, it also invited the voices of Black gay men and my identity as a 

Black researcher into communication research.  

Previous research has suggested that for African Americans, their religious 

affiliation can lead to improved mental and physical health (Ellison & Levin, 1998), 

increased life satisfaction (Ellison, 1993), and quality of life (Levin et al., 1995). 
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However, this dissertation contributes to research on the Black Church's role in the Black 

family by arguing that for BGM, their affiliation to the Black churches can have the exact 

opposite effect. Although religious identity is significant to BGM (Pew Research Center, 

2015a, 2015b), this study's findings demonstrated how for BGM, stigma experiences in 

their Black Church are closely linked to feelings of depression and suicidal ideation. 

Further, mental health stigmas made it difficult for BGM to seek professional help lest 

they be perceived as “crazy,” “emotionally weak,” or “spiritually flawed.” Thus, much of 

BGM experiences with mental illness are closeted as they suffer in silence while often 

performing happiness.  

Via its critical approach, the findings also contribute to calls by organizational 

scholars who argued the need for increased critical perspectives in communication 

research and studies that explore the experience of multiple and intersecting identities 

(Baxter & Asbury, 2015; McDonald et al., 2019; Remedios & Snyder, 2015; Suter & 

Norwood, 2017). This dissertation project contributes to a small body of literature in the 

field of organizational communication that engages intersectionality theorizing by 

demonstrating how BGM navigate the Black Church where their multiple oppressive 

identities work interdependently to shape their lived experiences through power processes 

(Dougherty et al., 2017; McDonald, 2015; McDonald et al., 2019). Finally, I undertook a 

critical data analysis process to reveal how power is discursive and at play in everyday 

dialogue throughout the qualitative data (Dougherty, 2011). Dougherty’s “web of power” 

metaphor provided a valuable lens for centering the role of power as embedded in 

communication processes and it illustrated how power produces communicative 

outcomes.  
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 Power can manifest in taken-for-granted assumptions that seem fixed and 

naturalized. To see how power was enacted and negotiated in the lived experiences of 

BGM in the Black Church, I had to become undisciplined in terms of viewing power 

resistance as an established set of actions or behaviors. As Mumby (2005) noted, 

organizational studies need not focus on one’s submission to authority nor one’s 

resistance but how these two dynamics intersect and transpire in ways that produce 

complex and contradictory dynamics of control.  

This study advances Mumby’s (2005) early call to explore the complexity of 

power in organizations such as the Black Church, where BGM experienced a double-bind 

due to their religious and sexual identities' competing interests. Black Church members 

and leaders were always demonstrating their power and control over BGM by policing 

their physical appearance and level of participation in the church. At the same time, BGM 

held power in their Black Churches because they were essential to the worship 

experience and created atmospheres that increased their Black churches' financial 

revenue. Black Church leaders and members would send homonegative messages 

condemning gays to hell, but these BGM turned to stigma management strategies such as 

developing a relationship with God for themselves. In other instances, they decided to 

leave their Black churches. Power was discursively at play in the lived experiences of 

BGM in the Black Church. What further complicates the Black Church as an organization 

is its close ties to the Black community. In this sense, the organization’s and members' 

relationship is not isolated. What made the Black Church an intriguingly complex 

organizational site to study stigma communication and power is that although BGM may 

choose to disengage from their religious organization by exiting, the Black Church 
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maintains some power in shaping the Black community's values—making it nearly 

impossible for BGM to escape gay stigma. 

Pragmatic Implications 

This dissertation project yielded important considerations of and implications for 

the Black Church in the U.S. The Black Church has historically been instrumental in 

organizing the Black community to rise above socially oppressive experiences for 

survival. However, this dissertation has shown how BGM perceive that the Black Church 

has not in the past, nor does it currently play a supportive role in the shared lived 

experiences of BGM. The very communities that BGM should turn to for support have 

become a key site of rejection and isolation. Thus, it is clear that the Black Church does 

not take care of the whole Black community. BGM’s religious experiences have played a 

significant role in their decisions to frequently closet their sexual identity. The anti-gay 

talk circulating in Black churches can contribute to the disapproval of same-sex relations 

within Black families (Lee et al., 2017; Lewis, 2003)—leaving BGM with fewer places to 

turn for support.  

  For this reason, Black Church leaders and members must consider how their 

communicative behaviors can fuel homophobic religious spaces that contribute to BGM 

oppressive realities. The constant internalization of BGM’s stigmatized identity and their 

near constant need to conceal their sexuality can lead to serious mental health challenges, 

including self-harm and suicide. Further, research has shown that the rejection of BGM 

experience from their families and communities can lead to riskier behaviors, including 

unsafe sex (Arnold et al., 2014). Thus, leaders and members of Black churches must 

consider how their communication and actions deny BGM access to familial and 



 

 119 

professional support. Specifically, leaders within Black churches must reduce BGM 

stigma related to mental health issues and illness as “crazy” or spiritually flawed. 

 Black church leaders and members must also think deeply about whether the 

church's role is to win or repel souls to Jesus Christ, specifically as it relates to BGM. 

Historically, slaveowners found a use for Christianity as a form of social control, 

encouraging slaves to be obedient to their White masters and serve earnestly to attain a 

place in Heaven (Erskine, 2014; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Raboteau, 2001). The Black 

Church continues to serve this same role in the lives of BGM, using the word of God to 

condemn and stigmatize their sexuality. Rather than to partially accept BGM by reaping 

the benefits of their spiritual gifts (i.e., singing, teaching) but denying their sexuality, a 

new direction of Black churches is to employ new ways to attend to the soul of BGM; to 

provide a similar worship experience where their voices and whole selves can be present 

to bring glory and honor to God, and to direct BGM to culturally sensitive, professional 

medical services. 

Ethical Considerations for Stigma Research 

Given that stigmas are challenging to treat or prevent, there is a need for increased 

studies on stigmatized populations (Millum et al., 2019). Researchers who choose to 

conduct a study on stigmatized groups must take into account ethical considerations. I 

began this study with three critical considerations for conducting research related to the 

experience of BGM in Black Church organizing. First, it was vital for me to be mindful 

of how my prejudices and assumptions might negatively impact this research. I needed to 

make known my status as a ministerial leader in a Black Church because leaders in Black 

churches can represent a crucial source of BGM’s experience of stigma. Second, in my 
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efforts to attend to the sensitivity relating to race, religion, and sexuality, I carefully 

thought through each stage of the research process to identify potential risks or concerns. 

I provided an informed consent explaining to participants that they are participating in a 

study, its purpose, and my plans for the study. I then asked participants to agree to 

participate and informed of their choice to decline participation at any time throughout 

the research process without penalty. Third and finally, I realized that simply asking 

Black gay males to communicate their experiences of stigma in Black Church organizing 

can reinforce their felt stigma and lead to painful and undesirable memories. Thus, I 

expressed to participants my interest in bringing to light their experiences in the Black 

Church so that Black Church leaders and members can understand how they contribute to 

this group's oppressive and stigmatized realities. However, an ethical challenge that I had 

not considered is that in undergoing research on BGM who occupy marginalized and 

stigmatized identities in society and within their Black churches, I had positioned myself 

as a source of help.  

For many BGM, the semi-structured interviews were their first time opening up 

about their inner grappling with their sexuality concerning their Black churches. 

However, after the interviews, participants felt left to sit with their feelings that they had 

not before felt comfortable verbalizing. Their lived experiences were powerful and 

provocative, and I so desperately wanted to hug each of these BGM as we shared tears. 

As the interviewer, I found myself conflicted and struggling to unblur the lines of my 

commitment as a researcher and my commitment to my study participants. Several of 

these BGM called me several times after the interview to share other stories and 

experiences. One participant asked me if we could build a friendship and hang out, and 
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another asked if I could provide a financial favor. As much as I wanted to be all things 

for all of these beautiful souls, I found myself overwhelmed. Partway into data collection, 

I took a break from this dissertation project to pursue professional therapy.  

The emotional labor involved in listening, noting, and processing my research 

participants' lived experiences alone did not drive me to seek professional therapy. Before 

conducting this study, I had just experienced my oldest brother's passing during my last 

semester of doctoral coursework. I had put on hold the time necessary to grieve to finish 

comprehensive exams to draft my dissertation proposal to graduate a year early, was 

caring for my mother long-distance, preparing for the academic job market, and 

publishing research. On top of all this, I had taken on the roles of therapist and friend for 

some of my participants—titles that I did not have the capacity nor strength to uphold, 

not effectively anyway. 

Nonetheless, it was worth considering how qualitative researchers might manage 

their relationships to groups like BGM, for whom the doors of their religious institution 

and access to family and societal resources have been closed due to their gay identity. 

Moreover, should we, as researchers, uphold an obligation to steer groups like BGM who 

experience a great deal of depression and suicide to professional health services? Further, 

how might we embark on this task for individuals who belong to the Black community 

where there is historical distrust in the American healthcare system? Alternatively, what 

message do we send when we stop the recording and cease communication with 

individuals who might not otherwise have a confidant to help unpack their 

stigmatization? Was it then appropriate for me to reach out to the participants for research 
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validation for further clarification? These are just some of the questions I grappled with 

throughout the process of completing this work.   

I conclude this ethical implication section with a follow-up discussion of a tense 

conversation with my friend Derrick earlier in the methods section around whether I 

would officiate a wedding ceremony for a same-sex couple in my ministerial role. My 

inability to answer "yes" was partly because I feared being written off from the Black 

Church and because, like many BGM, I, too, had been socialized and conditioned to view 

homosexuality as unrighteous. Another interaction that helped me come to terms with my 

stance on the issue was a conversation with one of my study participants, Keyon. Keyon 

was speaking about how difficult it is to come out to the Black Church and mentioned 

that "people cannot accept what they do not understand." It was at the moment when I 

realized my privilege as a heterosexual male and that I had been asked to make a decision 

for an identity group whose lived experiences I barely understood. Now that I have 

completed this study, I can say without hesitation and regardless of consequence that I 

will marry a same-sex couple. These individuals have been created and called by God to 

do great work on the earth, and I am thankful in many ways because Derrick's query 

required me to do some deep spiritual and soul searching. 

Method Implications 

In this study's method section, I brought to light a couple of ethical concerns that I 

had not considered prior to data collection related to my recruitment, data collection, and 

analysis process. It was worth revisiting these challenges as food for thought for those 

interested in future studies on stigmatized identity groups. First, I realized that purposeful 

snowball sampling (Given, 2008), an intentional data collection strategy whereby the 
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researcher identifies participants who know other individuals who fit within the study's 

parameters, can only be useful for stigma research if we work through a couple of 

challenges. One of my peers mentioned that she knew a BGM, but because he had only 

“come out” to her, she did not want his disclosure to be a re-triggering event nor come off 

a sense of obligation. I also had not considered that my acquaintance held a position of 

power in one of my participant’s life because, to her knowledge, she was the only person 

he had opened up to about his gay identity and could threaten to disclose it to others if he 

refused to participate. It was also a display of power if she shared their name with me 

without his permission. Shortly after I realized all of this, I sent a communication to my 

network asking that they not put themselves in an uncomfortable situation and refrain 

from sending the research recruitment letter to those for whom they thought they were the 

only person privy to the potential participant's gay identity.  

Another risk to purposeful snowballing in a qualitative research study is that the 

referrer can perhaps easily identify who the participant is in the final write-up of the 

research study, especially if the number of participants is small. To overcome this 

challenge of compromising this study participants’ identity, I asked participants to be 

mindful of describing references to specific places or people that would be noticeable to 

the referrer. The potential risk of making this call is that the researcher might have been 

engaging in the process of concealing in ways that reduce the quality or depth of their 

response.  

Lastly, I initially used a service called Speechmatics, a qualitative transcription 

service, to transcribe the data with regards to the data analysis process. Because the 

service was not successful at picking up participants' cultural dialect and verbal 
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expression, I ultimately decided to transcribe each interview manually. I believe that an 

added value to studying non-white groups and the representation of BGM in 

communication research is advocating for culturally appropriate tools for data analysis. 

Study Limitations 

Several limitations were considered in this research study. First, I did not consider 

the origins of the Black Church in Africa in my investigation of the role of Black Church 

organizing in the lived experiences of the stigma of Black gay men in the U.S. I focused 

exclusively on Blacks' entry point (Transatlantic Slave Trade) into the United States 

through slavery until now. Second, there are various doctrines, beliefs, and regions 

constituted in my use of the term Black Church that do not account for how stigma is 

experienced for BGM across multiple denominations. Third, some of the participants in 

this study were former members of Black churches. Thus, there were varying periods of 

distance when asking participants to recall and reflect on their lived experiences in Black 

Church organizing. Fourth and finally, my status as a minister in a Black Church may 

have impacted participants' responses, impacting the analysis and interpretation of data. 

Future Directions 

 This dissertation project has me excited about future work on the topic. 

Considering the pivotal role that the Black Church has served in the Black community 

historically, it is worthwhile to understand how members of the Black Church 

communicate its role and purpose in the Black community today. Other future directions 

would be to explore how BGM communicatively engage in the coming out process to 

their families and how “down-low” or men who have sex with men while being married 

to women negotiate and manage their religious and familial identities (Glenn & 
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Spieldenner, 2013). Finally, I foresee an opportunity to further explore how hegemonic 

masculinity, toxic masculinity, and Black religious discourse within some Black 

Churches are connected to the trauma experienced by BGM.  

Conclusion 

I began this hermeneutic phenomenological research study for the purpose of 

giving voice to the lived experiences of BGM in the Black Church. This study 

demonstrates the discursive function of power in stigma communication processes. Also, 

it shows how powerful communication from Black Church leaders and members 

primarily resulted in BGM oppressive realities in religious organizing and mental health 

challenges. This critical study advances organizational communication research, stigma 

communication theorizing, and intersectionality theory in considering how BGM’s racial 

and sexual identities work interdependently to shape their stigma experience. Of the 

many implications of this dissertation project, I urge Black Churches and their leaders to 

consider how their communicative actions and behaviors repel BGM rather than creating 

a religious atmosphere for their spirit, soul, and body to be fed.   
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Appendix B: Recruitment Script 
 
Title: All of the doors are closed: A hermeneutic phenomenological study exploring Black 
gay male experiences in Black Church organizing 
 
My name is Darvelle Hutchins and I am an African American/Black doctoral candidate in 
the Department of Communication at the University of Missouri. For my dissertation 
project, I take a communication approach to explore Black gay men experiences in Black 
Churches. As a minister in one particular Black Church, I hope to identify obstacles that 
Black gay men see as restricting to their lived realities as members of their respective 
Black churches with hopes of empowering Black churches, their leaders and members to 
create more inclusive organizational settings that are welcoming of diverse sexualities. 
  
The lived realities of Black gay men who attend Black churches is valuable to my work. 
Therefore, I am inviting participants to join this research study. If you are at least 18 
years of age, attend(ed) a Black Church, and do not identify as heterosexual, I am writing 
to request 1-hour of your time to participate in an interview that can take place face-to-
face, via FaceTime, Skype, or Zoom, or over the phone. I will need to audio-record the 
interview for later transcription. However, your participation is completely confidential. 
You will not be asked any personal identifying information, and in all reports your name 
and the name of your church will be changed to a pseudonym. 
  
Participants will receive a $25 Amazon gift card for their time. If you would like to 
participate in this important research project, I can be reached at (573) 289-4574 and feel 
free to phone or text, or email me at dhgqt@umsystem.edu. 
  
Thank you so much for considering my request. 
 
  
Sincerely, 
 
Darvelle Hutchins 
Doctoral Candidate 
University of Missouri 
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Appendix C: Research Consent Form 
 

UNIVERSITYOF MISSOURI 
AGREEMENT OF CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 
All of the doors are closed: A hermeneutic phenomenological study exploring Black gay 

male experiences in Black Church organizing 
 

Darvelle Hutchins, Doctoral Candidate 
Department of Communication 

IRB Study: 2019153 
 

 
You have been invited to participate in this research study. It is important that you read 
and understand that your participation is completely voluntary. You are welcome to ask 
questions about anything you do not fully understand before deciding whether or not to 
participate. In addition, you will be provided a copy of this consent form for your records. 
Please be prepared to provide oral consent prior to your participation in this research 
study. 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this research project is to explore Black gay men experiences in 
the Black Church. I seek to identify obstacles that Black gay men see as restricting to 
their lived realities as members of their respective Black churches with hopes of 
empowering Black churches, their leaders and members to create more inclusive 
organizational settings that are welcoming of diverse sexualities. You will be one of 
approximately 21 participants in this research study. 
 
Procedures: You will participate in one interview that will be audio recorded to ensure 
accuracy. All digital audio files will later be transcribed and stored on a password-
secured media file. Transcriptions of data with all identifying information removed will 
be kept indefinitely and may be used for future analysis for conference presentations and 
research articles.  
 
Confidentiality: Your confidentiality will be guarded in several ways. Audio recordings 
will be kept on a password-secured media file and only seen by the principle investigator 
and research collaborators. Under no circumstance will your church or its members be 
identified in any report or publication about the study. Written notes will NOT contain 
your name or any personal identifying information. You will be asked to select a 
pseudonym (a fictitious name) that will be used in all transcriptions and any resulting 
presentations and/or publications. The purpose of pseudonyms is to protect your identity. 
 
Voluntary Nature of Participation: Participating in this study is completely voluntary 
and you may withdraw from the study and stop participating at any time without penalty 
or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you decide to withdraw from the 
study, your data will be returned to you or destroyed. You may skip any questions you do 
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not wish to answer. Your decision to participate or not will not impact your relationship 
with Darvelle Hutchins (Principle Investigator) or the University of Missouri. 
 
Contact: If you have any questions about this research project, you can contact Darvelle 
Hutchins at (573) 289-4574 or dhgqt@umsystem.edu. If you have questions or concerns 
about your rights as a research participant, you can contact the University of Missouri 
Institutional Review Board at (573) 882-3181 or irb@missouri.edu. 
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Appendix D: Demographic Questionnaire 
 

Introduction: Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. I am interested in learning 
about your experience as a Black gay man who attends or have attended a Black Church, 
whether it be positive, negative, or indifferent. This interview has two parts. I will first 
ask you to complete a research questionnaire form. I will then ask you specific questions 
about your experience in Black Church organizing. Your decision to participate in this 
interview is completely voluntary and you can decline participation and/or request to 
have the audio recording stopped at any point during the interview. Having already 
reviewed the consent form in its entirety, with your verbal consent, I’d like to review 
your demographic questionnaire.  
 

1. Choose a name for yourself to be used when this research is published. 
 

2. What is your age?  
 

3. What are your preferred gender pronouns?  
 

4. How do you identify with regard to your race/ethnicity?  
 

5. Are you a current member of a Black Church? 
 

6. When did you start attending a Black Church?  
 

7. What church denomination do you attend? 
 

8. How many people would you say are in your church on a typical Sunday? 
 

9. Do you hold a church leadership role or serve in any capacity beyond your 
general membership? If yes, what role(s)? 

 
10. Outside of Sunday church service, what additional church related services or 

activities do you attend on a weekly basis? 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol 
 

Transition: Now that you have completed the research questionnaire, I will ask you 
questions about your personal experience in the Black Church. Please feel free to ask 
questions or provide feedback at any point throughout this interview. Is now a good time 
to proceed with the interview (obtain verbal consent)?  
 

1. Why do (or did) you attend a Black Church?  
 

2. Tell me about the individuals you attend(ed) church with.  
 

3. Describe any religious or spiritual practices that you associate with your 
childhood. 
 

4. How would you describe your relationship with God today?  
 

5. Tell me what it is (or was) like to be a Black gay man in your church. 
 

6. How do members of the Black Church describe Black gay men?  
 

7. Describe how, if at all, you feel that your sexual and religious identities conflict. 
 

8. How do (or did) you manage your sexual identity within your Black Church 
community? 

 
9. Describe a time when you personally experienced unequal treatment or 

discrimination in the Black Church based on your sexuality. 
 

10. Describe a time when you personally experienced affirmation in the Black Church 
based on your sexuality. 
 

11. Tell me about your family’s acceptance or rejection of your sexuality. 
 

12. How has your participation in the church affected your mental health? 
  

13. What do you find to be most challenging in your experience as a Black gay male 
in the Black Church? 
 

14. What do you find to be most fulfilling in your experience as a Black gay male in 
the Black Church? 

 
15. What did you think/hope I would ask you about that I didn’t? 
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