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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to examine serofoisican American pastors to
identify culturally relevant themes, which couldbsaquently serve as instructional techniques to
enhance adult learning. Fimarrativethemes were identified with implications for adult
education researchers, practitioners, and AfricareAcan pastors who serve underrepresented
populations.

Introduction

Regardless of the context, cultural relevancy, @ity and/or multiculturalism
discussions can be found. As our society beconwmge diverse, it has become even more
pertinent than ever for us, regardless of the s€ce, business, health, education, etc.), to not
only be knowledgeable, but sensitive to those wkaldferent from us. Such is the case in
adult learner classrooms, where they are populatedore diverse learners. Although strides
have been made, “minority” adult learners, sucAfaisan Americans, are still made to feel
inferior in the classroom. Thus, educators mustleyngulturally relevant techniques, which can
enhance the learning experience. For African Acagas, African American pastors provide
biblical information in a manner that is relevantiainderstandable. Hence, they certainly play
“a major role in adult education” (Lawson, 1993343). Lawson goes on to say “More people
consistently listen to the pastor than any otheglsiteacher in the church” (p. 343). Sanders
(2003) indicates, “Preaching is more than the stnwgrbal communication of the gospel of
Jesus Christ” (para. 15). It lends itself to léagrby the hearers. Despite the educational
research goldmine that exists in the Black Chuficladequate attention has been focused on the
role of the church in the education of black pebfyrd, 1986, p. 83). Hence, it is not
surprising that the use of culturally relevant t@ges has not been explored. While it is
appropriate to associate religious education aitepl development with religious institutions,
the church can prove to be an invaluable sourdeaohing for educational researchers.
Although religious and Christian education canaiety stake their claim in the literature, little
attention has been given to adult learning thrahghens of sermons.

Cultural Relevancy

Adult educators have argued the importance of gingiculturally relevant adult
education (Colin, 1989; Guy, 1999, Sheared, 192&)our society continues to become more
diverse, it is more important than ever for addii@tors to provide materials and instruction in
the classroom that are culturally relevant for atkdrners. Some traditional methods and
techniques used fail to reflect the diversity @rleers (Imel, 1995) and many times practitioners
fail to exhibit a sensitivity towards other cultarend their rich heritage (Colin & Preciphs,
1991). Often the case with African American leasnéhey do not see their culture reflected in
the literature or the examples in the classroonhil®\Adult educators have sought to describe



the importance of culturally relevant adult edumatithe literature is lacking in providing
examples of the types or techniques of cultura@vahcy from different contexts that can be used
with African American learners. Although many ediaes have expressed interest regarding
cultural inclusivity, they sometimes lack the nesagy tools (know how) to employ it. Adult
educators suggest using a culturally relevant agbraohat is Africentric (Colin, 1989; Guy,
1996)for African American adult learners. Such an applocan be readily found in the Black
Church.

Most discussions of culturally relevant adult edicca(CRAE) include the importance of
using materials and examples that are relevatetdetarner and incorporating aspects of the
learner’s culture into the educational processifCd989; Guy, 1999; Ladson-Billings, 1994;
Martin, 1990; Sheared, 1994). In her discussioBRAE, Colin introduces the concept of self-
ethnic reflectors. “Reflectors” are described agicula, philosophy, activities, events and
personalities in the educational literature. lmeotwords, learners must see a representation of
themselves. As Guy (1999) succinctly points autprporating CRAE in the learning process
enhances learners’ self-image by allowing learteesee themselves in a positive light and
empowers them to challenge the authority and p@ivére dominant cultureFailure to use
such techniques can perpetuate negative attituakfealings among learners.

The Black Church

A review of the literature reveals a wide arrayearning opportunities in the church for
African Americans. It has provided programs fariggal, and physical and mental well-being
(Isaac, 2002; Taylor, Ellison, Chatters, et alQ@0yanek, Becker, Moy, et al., 2001). The
church provides one of the greatest opportunitidsawsning for African Americans. However,
despite its rich educational tradition, it is of@rershadowed by formal learning institutions as
sites for broadening our knowledge base of adultation.

Since its formal organization in the 1790s, thadRIchurch has “served as the hub of life
in African American communities (Howd, 1999). “Chhes became clearinghouses for
everything from education and family support toibass and politics” (Howd, paragraph 10).
Thus, it has been a place of refuge, a place ohteg and learning, a place to develop a sundry
of skills, and most obviously, a place of worshlp.addition to its religiosity and spirituality,
the Black Church taught people of African descew ko contend with difficulties and adjust to
life in a society which considered them as secdadsccitizens or, as in slavery, three fifths
human. Bell (1996) contends “Embracing religiont tvas undergirded by . . . [music] helped
slaves to be free in their own minds” (p.1) Heliertnotes, “There must be a connection
between . . . music and how we utilized it in earbrdeals and its potential for now” (p.11).

Although the music of the Black Church has beenigue identifier and characteristic
of the black worship experience,; it is of great artpnce in the worship experience. Yet, it is
African American preaching and, in particular, #gmon that is the most important element of
the worship experience (LaRue, 2000; Lincoln & Magi 1993; Mitchell, 1990; Rowland,
1998). According to Maynard-Reid (2000), “the natetion between the ‘preacher in the pulpit’
and the ‘preacher in the pew’ is possibly the nfiolksy part of the African-American worship
service” (p. 96). The sermon has drawn heavilyhenoral traditions and literature of the
African culture. Courlander (1976) defines blac#lditerature as:

An oral literature with a special personality, oftsontaining implicit or explicit

intellectual or emotional responses to the injestiand inequalities inherent in

the historic relationship of blacks to the mainastneculture. . . . It ranges from



humorous nonsense to profound and moving reflestionthe human experience.
Much of the Negro oral literature is a productité In the cities, and reflects the
struggles—and sometimes the triumphs—of the indiaidh the midst of a world
he never made. (p. 256-257)

The oral tradition has contributed to the uniqueednts of the African American sermon.

The African American Sermon

“The performed African-American sermon is a naveasystem which incorporates
rationalized sets of conventions and principlesgiesl to support the articulation of existence,
belief, and cosmologic considerations in the exgraing lives of African-American people”
(Davis, 1985, p. 67). Therefore, at times, Afridanericans can see themselves in the sermon.

Mitchell (1990) states there are four commonalitethe African American sermon.
They are textual, expositional, narrative, and pleta. Massey (1980) describes the textual
sermon as “a design determined mainly by the dimsior sequences of thought in a single text
or short passage from Scripture” (p. 117). It baiibeh the mental imagery of the text. The
second form is expositional and is essentially>dereled passage of scripture (Massey).
Therefore, it is based on one central theme foutisimthe scriptures. The narrative/storytelling
sermon compares to a work of art (Mitchell). Aslsuvith the narrative sermon there is no
negotiation with the biblical accuracy of the senrmbdowever, the narrative sermon is
constructed and developed with a certain elemefiaiofthat makes great use of the African
American preacher’s artistry. The metaphor serimglids upon one central figure or metaphor.
For example, Mitchell states the sermon may bd buaithe metaphor of fishing or automotive
cooling systems. This type of sermon is not uniguine African American preacher but
according to Mitchell it is “the Black charactertst of the delivery and reception” (p. 119).

Another type of sermon is the Afrocentric sermérocentricity, according to Waters
(1993) is “a multidisciplinary program with bothhstarly and popular approaches designed to
rescue African history and heritage from academatideological forced exile . . . . Itis based
upon a worldview that values Africa and personéfoican descent and holds them central” (p.
3). Thus, an “Afrocentric” sermon is not racist mian attempt to educate African American
churchgoers with the historical and cultural pregeof African Americans in the Bible and
demonstrates “the beauty of Blackness in the Bi{pe18).

The African American sermon has been a unigueuostmal tool used by African
American clergy to teach of the historical roleAdficans in the Bible and the Bible’s
relationship to the contemporary issues facingoafni Americans such as racism, poverty,
health, and economic disparities. In the Blacki€Chuihe sermon is a unique blend of religious
education, showmanship, drama, singing, and magsbiitantly, praising God. African
Americans have been able to rely on the African Acam preacher’s sermons to speak to their
lived experiences. The preaching tradition ofBlleck Church has always been a primary
source of information and inspiration for Africam&ricans (Thomas & Mitchell, 1994).

Methodology
A review of the literature reveals numerous boakgreaching and sermons. There are
books that specifically provide sermons from anidsin American perspective. There are
sermons from women, different denominations, ame fperiods. These books, undoubtedly,
would be useful to the novice preacher. Despieviiiume of books surrounding sermons and
preaching, the researchers selected LaRue’s (Z0@Mleart of Black Preaching, because he



provides sermons from African American preacheestigally from the 18' and 28 centuries,
uses male and female pastors, and pastors ofafhtfdenominations. Sermons were analyzed
using theme/content analysis. According to Merraard Simpson (1995) content analysis
establishes “the frequency of certain ideas, a1 or words within a particular body of
material” (p. 81). Theme analysis is the “processeoovering the theme or themes that are
embodied and dramatized in the evolving meaningsraagery of the work” (Van Manen,
1990, p. 78).

Findings

Five narrative themes were identified —NarrativePersonalities, Narratives of Social
Experiences, Narratives of Psyco-cultural Expemsn&arratives and the use Metaphors and the
Narrative of Affirmations. A common practice amahg preachers was to mention names of
living and celebrated people of African descentr &ample, Alexander Crummell’s'19
century sermon included six people of African descéMany of the social encounters shared
among African Americans were included in the sersioynemploying narratives on the social
experiences. Social themes such as racism, dis@ation, police brutality, sexism, high
unemployment rates, lack of access to health eapther inequities that are heaped upon
African Americans are illustrated in the sermonsthtwough these social experiences, the
sermons always point to hope.

Employing narratives of the psycho-cultural expeces in the learning process can be
quite useful for enhancing learning of African Amcan learners. For example, one sermon
mentions how African Americans had been descrilsesi@v and retarded, dimwitted and dull-
witted, and how they were made to believe to acloepexpectations. Narratives using
metaphors were used to bring life or imagery to certain t@xtl give emphasis to the meaning of
sermons. While African American preachers are cétefbring to the forefront the negative
narratives of social and psycho-cultural experisrafeAfrican Americans, they are also skillful
in affirming African Americans. Hence, while African Americareachers are careful to bring
to the forefront the negative experiences of Afidanericans, they are also skillful in affirming
them. In a sermon entitled, “What Makes You s@®&if,” The preacher reminds listeners of
how they have been successful in spite of the ticgs they have been dealt. Along those same
lines, Cannon, a 30century preacher, also calls upon the congreg#tidind the special talents
that God has given to each of them.

Conclusion

With the continuous diversity of our populationpedtors can no longer afford to use
monolithic instructional techniques in the classnooDifferent strategies must be used to reach
all learners. Adult educators have experiencedessuacess in promoting cultural relevance in
the field adult of education. Another means foindcso is through the African American
sermon. Itis replete with illustrative exampléwoltural relevancy. However, the Black
Church, like most informal institutions of learnjng often overlooked as a site for adult
education research. As a context for researcnitaid adult educators in enhancing their
knowledge relative to African American adult leasieAlso, it can provide strategies to assist
learners from marginalized cultural background&ke control of their lives and improve their
social condition. Many adult educators are unawétbe use of the African American sermon
as an educational tool. Yet when fiction and natidn literary writing are used to inform or



stimulate discussion around topics embedded irtarally relevant text, adult educators may
discover a valuable tool for teaching and learnitidgs evident that the preachers and sermons in
the Black Church can affect learners’ emotionsthrslmay be a way to facilitate learning,
attitudinal change, and personal development fse¢hwho work for inclusion and struggle with
diversity.

References

Bell, D. (1996).Gospel choirs-Psalms of survival for an alien land called home. New York, NY:
Basic Books.

Byrd, A. D. (1986). Adult educational efforts diet American Black Church, 1600-1900.
Journal of Religious Thought, 43(1), 83-93.

Colin, S. A. J., lll. (1989). Cultural literacyEthnocentrism versus Narratives reflectors.
Thresholdsin Education, 16-20.

Colin, S. & Preciphs, T. (1991). Perceptual patdeand the learning environment: Confronting
white racism. In R. Hiemstra (EdJreating an effective |earning environment, (pp. 61-
69). New Directions for Adult and Continuing Edtioa, 51. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Courlander, H. (1976A treasury of Afro-American folklore: The oral literature, traditions,
recollections, legends, tales, songs, religious beliefs, customs, sayings and humor of
people of African descent in the Americas. New York: Marlowe & Co.

Guy, T. C. (1996).Africentrism and adult education: Outlines of an intellectual tradition with
implications for adult education. Paper presented at the American AssociatioAdot
and Continuing Education. Charlotte, NC

Guy, T. C. (Ed.). (1999)Providing culturally relevant adult education. New Directions for
Adult and Continuing Education, 82. San Francisid; Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Howd, A. (1999). The Black Church in the inneycitnsight on the news. Retrieved on
July 18, 2003, fronmttp://www.findarticles.com/cf_0/m4PRN/1998 Oct 20/
53105304/pl/article.jhtml?term=national+study+shdidat

Imel, S. (1995)Inclusive adult learning environments. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service
No. ED 385 779).

Isaac, P. (Spring, 2002). The adult education @lodshe African American church revisited.
Christian Education Journal, 6(1), 7-23.

LaRue, C. J. (2000)The heart of Black preaching. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press.

Lincoln, C. E., & Mamiya, L. H. (1990)The Black church in the African American
experience. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Massey, J. E. (1980pesigning the sermon. Nashville, TN: Abingdon.

Maynard-Reid, P. U. (2000Diverse worship: African-American, Caribbean & Hispanic
perspectives. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.

Merriam, S. B., & Simpson, E. L. (19954 guide to research for educators and trainers of
adults. (2" ed.). Malabar, FL: Krieger.

Mitchell, H. H. (1990).Black Preaching. New York, NY: Harper & Row

Rowland, M. (1998). Adult learning through religgomusic in an African American
church. (Doctoral Dissertation. The Ohio Stateviersity, 1998).Dissertation
Abstracts, AAT 9900902.




Taylor, R. J. Ellison, C. G., Chatters, L. M., Leyvd.S., & Lincoln, K. D. (2000).
Mental health services in faith communities: Tble of clergy in black church.
Social Work, 45(1), 73-87.

Van Manen, M. (1990)Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive
pedagogy.. New York: State University of New York Press.

Yanek, L. & Becker, D., et al. (2001). Project;j&aith based cardiovascular health
promotion for African American wome#Rublic Health Reports, 116, 68-81.



