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ABSTRACT
The authors assert that art-based inquiry�can serve as a powerful medium for
understanding the connection between faith and resilience as perceived and
understood by older African-Americans adults disproportionately affected by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Utilizing the CRT method of counterstorytelling�as
our conduit to elucidate our culturally situated responses to the COVID-19
pandemic. We seek to explore the connections between faith and resilience
in social work practice during this public health crisis. Drawing from our
shared experiences as two Black social workers we discuss the role spirituality
plays in mitigating loneliness and stress among socially isolated older
African-American adults (i.e., social distancing). Finally, with physical contact
limited (i.e., social distancing) because of COVID-19, implications and recom-
mendations for using spiritual-based practices with older African-American
adults and families are discussed.
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Introduction

The Black Church had no challenger as the cultural womb of the Black community (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990, p. 8)

There is evidence that spirituality and religiosity can play a crucial role in regulating the recovery
process during natural disasters for African-Americans (Alawiyah, Bell, Pyles, & Runnels, 2011; Alim
et al., 2008; Lawson, 2010; Nicdao, Noel, Ai, Plummer, & Groff, 2013). Black researchers such as (Brice
& Hardy, 2015; Hardy, 2013, 2014; Taylor & Chatters, 2010; Taylor, Chatters, & Brown, 2014; Taylor,
Mattis, & Chatters, 1999) have shown its undisputed convergence within their socio-cultural makeup
in the larger body of the literature. In light of the circumstances surrounding the onset of the global
COVID-19 pandemic gathering of more than 10 individuals is prohibited (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention [CDC], 2020). This special issue presents a chance to further nuance how associations
between mental health and social isolation among African-American older adults may pose
a differential set of risks in comparison to other racialized groups (�Hardy, 2012; Nguyen, Taylor,
Taylor, & Chatters, 2020b;�Nguyen et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2016;Taylor, Taylor, & Chatters, 2016).
According to research done by Nguyen et al. (2020b), African-American older adults seeking psycho-
logical assistance from a trusted church figure are very likely. However, due to social distancing (CDC,
2020), this is no longer possible through the traditionally conventional means (e.g., church support
groups; prayer groups, church socials, etc.).

Studies conducted by Brewer and Williams (2019)�, Carolyn et al. (2019), Derose et al. (2019�a,
2019�b), and Su et al. (2019�) not only recognized the role church-based health promotion activities play
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in mitigating the endemic health disparities existent among African-Americans but also the impor-
tance of culturally situated responses toward reducing racialized disparities�(Colen, rt.al, 2018). The use
of life story data has a relatively long tradition within qualitative inquiry (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001b,
2001a, 2002a, 2002b); not to mention, among the direct descendants of enslaved Africans (Banks-
Wallace, 2002; Carter-Black, 2007; Haight, 1998). As such, utilizing an arts-based health research
(ABHR) methodological approach (Boydell et al., 2016; Coemans, Wang, Leysen, & Hannes, 2015) as
a means of sharing our culturally-situatedness within the global coronavirus epidemic, which is
disproportionately plaguing our community seems fitting. Using our voice as change agents to inform
the growing discourse around this virus’s impact on African-Americans (Laurencin & McClinton,
2020), we seek to add to the scholarly literature an underutilized mode of inquiry (e.g., art-based
informed inquiry) within population-health research. In the following section, we argue that the
application of Solórzano & Yosso’s (2002�) various approaches to the CRT method of counterstory-
telling will help readers contextualize the ethereal, spiritual realness members of the African diaspora
hold as their center of knowing. Also, the authors will offer the readers a brief exposition of the core
tenets of the Critical Race Theory (CRT).

Critical race theory: a brief review

CRT began as a movement in American jurisprudence, CRT is theoretically situated in activism. It not
only endeavors understanding our social and political locations, it analyzes how society sanctions the
norm of racial categories and hierarchies, and then proposes (re) vision (Bell, 1995; Crenshaw, 1995;
Delgado, 1995�; Delgado Bernal, 1998; Parker, 1998�).

Delgado and Stefancic (2012�) present critical race theory (CRT) as a major challenge to Eurocentric
epistemologies because it “questions the very foundations of the liberal order, including equality
theory, legal reasoning, enlightenment rationalism, and neutral principles of constitutional law” (p.3).
CRT identifies race not as a biological determination but rather as “a human invention constructed by
groups to differentiate themselves from other groups, to create ideas about the ‘Other,’ to formulate
their identities and to defend the disproportionate distribution of rewards and opportunities within
society” (Banks,�2020�, p. 22). Harris (2016�) maintains that race as a social construct has legislative
antecedents rooted in slavery as a legal institution in the United States that served an economic
purpose for White European slave owners. Bell (1980�) also refers to the legal formation of race and
takes the Alinskyite positioning of law not as a construct of justice but of power exercised by Whites.
As a result of this exclusionary process, CRT theorists further people who are not “raced” as White
have unique experiences and can communicate their reality and understanding of the world in a way
that White people cannot (Delgado Bernal, 1998�; Nieto & Bode, 2008�).

The legal elements of CRT derive from its origins in the Critical Legal Studies (CLS) movement of
the late 1970s and early 1980s in the United States. This intellectual movement was driven by
progressive legal scholars of color who wanted to address what they viewed as a regression in the
social movement toward racial equality that was vitalized during the civil rights movement (Tate,
1997�). Their goal was ultimately to “develop a jurisprudence that accounts for the role of racism in
American law and that work toward the elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all
forms of subordination” (Matsuda, 1991�, p. 1331). CLS’s critique of the American legal system, social
institutions, civil rights, and meritocracy are invaluable contributions to CRT’s conceptualization and
applications (Tate, 1997; Yosso, 2005�).

CRT maintains its relevance in exploring the elements of racial marginalization in American
legislation. One such example is as the CRT analysis that finds Whites are the primary beneficiaries
of civil rights legislation and White women, in particular, are the majority of those hired through
affirmative action policies (Ladson-Billings, 1995�,Ladson-Billings &Tate, 1995)�). However, CRT has
seen remarkable expansion and applicability in the field of educational research.

CRT’s contribution to providing a critical analysis of social structures, practices, and dis-
courses that center race and racism as the central units analysis has proven instrumental in
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understanding how racism systematically functions to exclude specific groups from educational
resources and opportunities at all levels of formal education. Solorzano (1997�) identifies five
tenets of CRT to inform educational research, curriculum, and policy analysis as well as the
development of theory, they are (1) the centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality
with other forms of subordination (2) the challenge to dominant ideology; (3) the commitment to
social justice; (4) the centrality of experiential knowledge; and (5) the utilization of interdisci-
plinary approaches.

A strong and growing body of work continues to been done using these tenets to address oppressive
practices and policies that affect students of color at all stages of formal education as well as teachers
and academics of color. Collectively this scholarship serves to expose the pervasiveness of institutio-
nalized racism in education and collectively steps toward changing and improving the experience of
students not “raced” as White.

Critical race theory (CRT) in social work provides a framework for examining power structures
that maintain racial inequities and developing strategies for action and change. Though social work
acknowledges racial disparities and the role of racism when identifying and attempting to ameliorate
socially systemic challenges, the profession has yet to completely embrace it. CRT. Social work’s
professional mission, values, and ethics can be easily aligned with CRT’s central tenets, especially as it
relates to the racial disparities within scope of practice with child welfare systems involvement, receipt
of community-based resources, and access to mental health treatment. Having analyzed CRT in some
detail, we are now able to extrapolate our chosen methodological approaches for elucidating the role of
spirituality in achieving racial equity for African-American older adults amid the COVID-19
pandemic.

Art-based narrative inquiry

The authors’ subsequent counterstories are “grounded in real life, not fiction” (Solórzano & Yosso,
2002a, p. 36). Through our counterstories, we give readers a socio-ecological understanding of the
Gospel traditions (e.g., Negro Spiritual, hymns, prayers) (Walker, 1979�; Williams-Jones, 1975�)�and it's
abili�ties to embody our faith and resilience during the COVID-19 epidemic. Grounding the narratives
through the onto-epistemological underpinning of art-based inquiry (Bhattacharya, 2013, 2016, 2017)
centers the spiritual manifestation of God’s presence during times of climatic shifts for African-
American older adults. As beings of God’s love and light, we closely identify with the suffrage and
inhumanity our elders (i.e., African-American older adults) experience during this global crisis. It
speaks deeply to both the authors to have watched how they thrived and survived decades through
structurally racist infrastructures for the betterment of their offspring at the expense of their health
(Volpe, Dawson, Rahal, Wiley, & Vesslee, 2019) to be further disadvantaged by a new epidemic
(Yancy, 2020) unnecessarily due to�Trump's performance of neoliberalist politics(Lancet, 2020).

The primary mode of processing social discord used by African-Americans is faith (Cone, 1997,
2011). Their embodiment of “the ways in which social structures and cultural values are etched on
the body and transformed into personal meanings, and, in turn, the ways in which the body
mediates social, cultural, and historical understandings” (Powell, 2007, p. 1084) can become
a compelling window into developing a deeper understanding of African-American older adults’
experience with COVID-19�(�Taylor et al., 2020). As a result, by deploying art-based health metho-
dological approaches (Parsons, Gladstone, Gray, & Kontos, 2017; Van Lith, Schofield, & Fenner,
2013), positions conceptually how we (e.g., African-Americans) are the best knowers of our own
experiences. Public health social workers, along with other practitioners, must explore the culturally
situated socio-historical complexities of African-Americans (Addy, Browne, Blake, & Bailey, 2015;
Boyd-Franklin, 2010; Carlisle, 2014; Cederbaum, Ross, Ruth, & Keefe, 2019; Ruth, Wachman, &
Marshall, 2019; Ruth et al., 2017). Notably, they should do so at the intersection of faith and
resilience (Choi & Hastings, 2019) as a way of problematizing the COVID-19 pandemic impact on
their racialized identity.
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Research questions

An advantage of using art-based inquiry (Savin-Baden &Wimpenny, 2014), we were able to engage in
contemplative practices (Bhattacharya, 2016, 2018) that helped us remain purposeful in purporting the
authentic individualized and collective narratives of People of Color. To begin this process, both
authors formulated the following research question(s) through regular Facebook dialogue via
Facebook Messenger:

(1) How has the COVID-19 pandemic informed daily interactions for Black social workers (i.e.,
frontline workers) engaged in practice with African-American older adults?

(2) What has social distancing meant to Black congregations as it relates to being able to worship?
(3) How has the COVID-19 virus informed your future practice as a Black social worker?

Both authors are hypervigilant to how white-based advocacy organizations, historically white institu-
tions, and the broader society has always created and planted deficit-based ideas about nonwhite
people to ensure their subjugation. We are also aware that placing our cultural and spiritual meanings
within the methodological foundations of artistic expression poses a risk to being misaligned by those

�accustomed to hierarchical positivistic modes of inquiry. Nevertheless, our spiritual grounding
encourages us to speak through the emancipatory Scriptures embedded within our sacred texts. The
section below will attempt to discuss our findings from our shared lived experiences as Black social
workers that continue to live out the Gospel with African-American older adults during the time of
social distancing (CDC, 2020).

Resilience through faith

According to Haight (1998), “One of the mechanisms through which the African-American church
may promote resilience is through the nurturance of spirituality” (p. 214). Realizing the meaning-
making spirituality has within the lives of African-Americans, we became inspired to explore possible
solutions, implications, and recommendations for those most impacted (e.g., African-American older
adults) by the COVID-19 pandemic. As we processed the role of spirituality within the lives of
African-American older adults, the authors chose certain Gospel songs, prayers, hymns, which
spoke to the cataclysmic toll it has imposed upon their psyche. The song “There Is a Balm in
Gilead,” sung by Mahalia Jackson, coined the Queen of Gospel Music�by (Allen, 2019), formed the
basis for the title of our article.

“There is a balm in Gilead, to make the wounded whole,
There is balm in Gilead, to save a sin-sick soul,
If you cannot preach like Peter, if you cannot preach like Paul,
Oh, you can tell
The love of Jesus
You can say
He died for us all
There is a balm in Gilead, to make the wounded whole
There is balm in Gilead, to save a sin-sick soul,
Sometimes I feel discouraged, you know I feel
Like I can’t go on, oh but then the Holy Spirit, revives my soul again”

With the above song playing in the background, we discussed not only our people’s trials and
tribulations via Facebook Messenger concerning the COVID pandemic but also how we sought
to translate that same concern through scholarly literature. Due to the Trump administration’s
political theatrics, African-American older adults existing within an already under-resourced
healthcare system (Graham, 2019; Myers et al., 2019) found themselves impacted disproportio-
nately by the coronavirus (Yancy, 2020).With the clear understanding, the effects of social
isolation can mean for African-American older adults (Chang, McAllister, & McCaslin, 2015;
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Chopik, 2016), it has forced many to renegotiate how they maintain social connectedness in the
age of social distancing (CDC, 2020). The authors recognize that navigating the usage of digital
technologies intended for their overall health is not easily traversable for some seasoned church-
going African-American older adults (Copolillo, 2001; Gatto & Tak, 2008; Holt et al., 2017).
However, it is because of the social connections within the Black Church (Brice & Hardy, 2015),
which allows for them to develop partnerships with those who are more technologically savvy to
mediate their mental health and social needs (Okunrounmu, Allen-Wilson, Davey, & Davey,
2016; Xie, Watkins, Golbeck, & Huang, 2012).

A case in point, although the CARES Act dispensed funds to support communities in their
transition from face-to-face service delivery to telehealth (Walter-McCabe, 2020). As argued by
Bowie State�University’s Dean of�the College of Professional Studie�s,Tanya Smith Brice, Ph.D.�, and
her social work colleagues�,�there is a lack of nuanced conversations discussing the role of Black social
workers not only during this pandemic but�also in normal situations (Gaines, 2020). We concede that
the racialized inequities as experienced within Black communities are extensive when balanced against
resources that are accessible to members frommore privileged backgrounds (e.g., Whites). Now, more
than ever, our clients and their families have become more dependent on the essential services we (e.g.,
Black social workers) provide as frontline workers. As a result, the National Association of Black Social
Workers (NABSW) which has a cemented tradition (Bent-Goodley, Fairfax, & Carlton-LaNey, 2017;
Manning, Cornelius, & Okundaye, 2004) of Afrocentric collectivism began strategizing ways to
readdress social policies directly inflicting harm on Black communities (Gaines, 2020; National
Association of Black Social Workers [NABSW], 2020).

Before proceeding to examine possible recommendations, it was essential to the authors we asked
ourselves which Gospel song best signified the representation of our persistence and commitment for
older adult members of the African diaspora mode of coping and healing. The following song “I Found
the Answer,” sung by Mahalia Jackson, but written by Johnny Lange, summed up the collective
feelings regarding the solution a majority of African-American older adults utilize amid the corona-
virus epidemic.

“I found the answer, I learned to pray, oh, with faith to guide me,
I’ve found the way, The sun is shining for me each day,
I found the answer, and I learned to pray, I was weak and weary,
I had gone astray, Walking in the darkness, I could not find my way,
Then a light came a’ shining to me lead me from despair,
Made all my sins forgiven, and I was free from care”
I found the answer, I learned to pray, oh, with faith to guide me,”

This song demonstrates the historical, social influences of the Black Church (Brewer &Williams, 2019;
Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990) among African-American older adults (Thompson, Futterman, &
McDonnell, 2019). As was pointed out in the introduction to this�article , we sought to give a subtle
distinction to the role of spirituality and religiousness within the lives of African-American older
adults living through COVID-19 pandemic as a way to contribute to the field of social work and public
health. Literature has offered quantitative instruments (Hardy, 2013; Pellebon, 2011; Thompson et al.,
2019) to measure how the social constructs of religiosity and spirituality impact the lives of African-
Americans�(Reed & Neville, 2014) Be that as it may, current events have created a new space for us to
tell a new story through the lens of art-based inquiry (Powell, 2007). The next section offers the
authors’ synthesization of potential spiritual-based practice aimed toward bettering the isolative social
effects brought on by COVID-19 pandemic among African-American older adults.

Spiritual implications and recommendations

Soon it will be done, Trouble of the world, Trouble of the world, Trouble of the world
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Soon it will be done, Trouble of the world, Going home to live with God, No more weeping unwilling, No more
weeping unwilling, No more weeping unwilling, Going home to live with my Lord, Soon we’ll be done Soon we’ll
be done, Trouble of the world, Trouble of the world, Soon we’ll be done Trouble of the world, Going home to live
with my Lord, I want to see motha, I want to see my motha,, I want to see my motha,

(Mahalia Jackson)

“Troubles of this world”

Analogous to this conversation is how researchers such as (e.g., Jabir, 2009; Waterman, 1951;
Williams, 2002; Wilson, 2019) have long recognized Mahalia Jackson’s ethnomusicological contribu-
tions to African-American history and culture. Mahalia’s uncanny ability to stir the authors’ “radical
interconnectivity” (Bhattacharya, 2019) with their transcendental being is a noteworthy demonstra-
tion of why resilience through faith can serve as a meaningful form of addressing African-American
older adults’ psychosocial needs�(Taylor et al., 2020). Given this fact, the authors who are both Black
social workers as well as educators believe we must operate in our spiritual-calling by bringing
attention to the epidemiological effects social isolation poses for African-American older adults
(Cudjoe et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2020b). In both historical and contemporary times and recom-
mendations are given for navigating through trials and tribulations for African-American elders have
been molded with modern cultural epistemologies with treasured indigenous African elements, often
referred in the literature as complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) (Ryder, Wolpert, Orwig,
Oarter-Pokras, & Black, 2008). This deeply rooted way of knowing is no different during this time of
COVID-19. According to Frenkel, Sierpina, and Sapire (2015), “Complementary and integrative
medicine (CIM) is a new term that is now replacing the term complementary and alternative
medicine” (p. 2).

Therefore, many Black social workers are making room for incorporating traditional indigenous
treatments with the orthodoxy of Westernized social service interventions (Thomford et al., 2015) for
mental health challenges among African-American older adults (Wharton, Watkins, Mitchell, &
Kales, 2018). Every social worker holds firm to codes that not only guides but is used for accountability
when dealing with ethical issues in the social work profession (Reamer, 2006). The NASW Code of
Ethics obligation to give “particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are
vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty”�(Reamer,2006).(�) compels and supports our giving
particular attention of the mental health needs of older African-Americans during this global
pandemic. As Black social workers, we incorporate all the “gold standard” interventions to mediate
mental health challenges but we also use Gospel music, communities of faith, “holy” writings (Bible),
and family traditions. For example, in hospice social work, given the social distancing during COVID-
19 helping an African-American elder obtains the necessary hardware, software, and internet access
for telehealth would also include helping them connect to live streaming of church services, Bible
studies, and other ministry meetings offered by their community of faith.

This same technology can be used for FaceTime or Zoom with family, friends, and others in the
community to lessen the feelings of social isolation. As their African-American elder becomes more
familiar with the technology and it uses, the accessibility to mental health support services increases.
Finally, as Black social workers during this pandemic we have learned that while we may be labeled as
essential, not all populations will embrace this. The African-American community has a long history
of “making a way out of no way” as they have been excluded from mainstream medical and mental
health interventions.

Given that history, as we move forward during COVID-19 -a global pandemic we must use
traditional and non-traditional methods to mitigate with African-American elders’ experiences of
grief, anxiety, trauma, and confusion during this time. The epistemologies related the “Balm in Gilead”
can be coupled with mental health resources during this rapidly changing environment, and we can
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take the lead to incorporate culturally relevant ways of knowing as policies are being changed or
modified to improve mental health outcomes for African-American older adults.

As our grandmothers and grandfathers used to say, “This too shall pass.” When COVID-19 passes
Black social workers who often find themselves in the unique positions of being a part of the
community we wish to serve will need more than ever to help African-American communities in
general and African-American older adults, in particular, rebuild social connections and adapt to life
after the pandemic. This must happen while we simultaneously work to “Be the Change” in ways that
challenge mental health-care systems to pay “particular attention to the needs and empowerment of
people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty” – seeking to address current and future
public health crises.
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