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Preface and Acknowledgments

The ideas in this book began to take shape during the years I
worked as a mental health professional in New York City. My
interests in mental health treatment centered on the challenges
and needs of multicultural populations in urban settings. After
completing my graduate studies at Hunter College School of
Social Work, I was employed as a staff psychotherapist at an
outpatient community mental health clinic in Harlem. It was
there, under the clinical supervision of the inimitable Doris
Dennard and her husband, Fred Dennard, that I was introduced
to a holistic psycho-spiritual approach to mental health counsel-
ing. This orientation ran counter to the theories and approaches
I was trained in that focused on interpersonal dynamics, while
muting cultural factors, including the role of spirituality in
assessment and treatment strategies. The seeds planted during
the years serving in Harlem, in many ways, set the trajectory for
much of my future work.

I advanced in the field through promotions to clinical super-
visor and then to director of an outpatient mental health clinic
in Brooklyn. Now responsible for the oversight of a staff of
psychiatrists and clinicians, I was increasingly troubled by the
amount of influence pharmaceutical companies exert in the
field. I was also disturbed that the preponderance of research
on African Americans and mental health, at that time, was
deficit-oriented. Diagnostic protocols situated pathology within
the patient, with little to no consideration given to how poverty
and racism functioned in people’s lives as precipitating factors.
Scant attention was given to promoting prevention or wellness.
However, my exposure to the seminal text Black Families in
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Therapy: A Multi-systems Approach by the African American
psychologist, Nancy Boyd-Franklin, confirmed my own con-
viction that a culturally sensitive, multi-systems approach was
needed to care effectively for the well-being of black and brown
populations.

The ideas presented in this study, however, have as much to
do with my personal journey. I was born and raised in New
York City. My parents, seeking a better life for their children,
purchased a home and moved the family to the East New York
section of Brooklyn. The neighborhood was racially mixed
upon our arrival. An Italian medical doctor operated a private
practice on the block. Without warning, though, the neighbor-
hood drastically changed. Our white neighbors suddenly dis-
appeared as if they were forewarned that the outbreak of a
plague was imminent. And indeed it was. We were unaware,
at the time, that they thought it was us. Devastating forces
were, in fact, about to be unleashed upon our community and
several others in the city. What was a stable area comprising
working class and middle class families would soon resemble a
war zone. [ would grow up haunted by nightmarish scenes of
decimated neighborhoods littered with endless blocks of aban-
doned apartment buildings. My parents, like so many others
who had worked so hard to purchase a home here, continued
to work to ensure their children weren’t swallowed up by this
voracious urban cesspool. Most of the media’s “talking heads”
were blaming the black and brown victims. But when your
dad models a work ethic that had him leaving the house for
work before dawn every day and your mother goes back to
college after having three children, even as a kid, you instinc-
tively knew something was amiss with the media’s portrayal of
the dominant narrative. Yet, as I sought to understand what
had transpired in the inner city, the available meaning-making
resources proved insufficient. The official interpreters for
black America were predominantly former leaders in the Civil
Rights movement. They saw the world and black America’s
challenges through an interpretive lens tethered to the 1960s.
That heuristic lens, however, did not adequately address the
dynamics of what, in the 1980s and 1990s, was a distinctively
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different socio-historical moment. As a result, even before my
experiences as a mental health professional heightened my sen-
sitivity to the importance of family systems, spirituality and
culture, my personal experiences made me acutely aware of the
impact of economic policies and political systems on human
development.

The subtext informing both my personal and professional
development is derived from my experiences in the Black
Church. My formative years were spent in an atypical Church
of God in Christ (COGIC). The church was co-pastored by
Ithiel Clemmons, one of the first black Pentecostals to receive
his formal education from Union Theological Seminary in New
York. For Dr. Clemmons, African American Pentecostalism
contained the psychocultural and spiritual resources needed to
live an effective and empowered life in the “here and now.” This
was the overriding emphasis of his ministry. As a practitioner of
soul care, I am likewise oriented to view black religious forms as
complex and contested spaces capable of facilitating empowered
living. African diasporic religious forms, from this perspective,
are seen as rich potential resources for individual and commu-
nal healing.

My desire to develop a framework for pastoral care that
integrates all of these strands—culturally sensitive forms of
communal care, the healing capacity of black religious forms,
a multi-systems approach, and critical analyses of structures of
power and oppression—led me to pursue doctoral studies. In
light of these stated interests, I became intrigued by the thera-
peutic value of a congregation-based ritual known as the Maafa
Commemoration. I had previously attended the commem-
oration at St. Paul Community Baptist Church in Brooklyn,
New York, and was powerfully impacted by the presentation.
The commemoration is understood as being responsive to the
vestiges of historical trauma in the lives of black Americans.
However, my research suddenly took on new meaning when
I realized that the Maafa Commemoration had its inception
during the period when policies informed by neoliberalism
were having a devastating effect on the community in which
St. Paul Community Baptist Church is located. The project
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thus shifted to exploring whether the Maafa Commemoration
might be, in fact, as much a response to these contemporary
traumas.

The dynamics of African American development are unde-
niably connected to the experience of trauma. Whether it is
the physical violence of race-based domestic terrorism, the eco-
nomic violence engendered by capitalist exploitation, or the
epistemic violence caused by white supremacist discourses and
images, African American development cannot be fully under-
stood apart from an engagement with the ongoing reenactment
of trauma in the lives of black Americans. This includes the
effects of three cultural traumas: (1) the transatlantic slave trade
and chattel slavery, (2) the enactment of Jim Crowism, and (3)
the emergence of the neoliberal age in the aftermath of the Civil
Rights and Black Power movements.

Interestingly, the discipline of pastoral theology, care, and
counseling is in the process of navigating its own “transitional
space” between the field’s traditional understandings of care
as individual counseling and a conception of care that neces-
sarily engages broader social, cultural, economic, and politi-
cal contexts. While various schools of psychology continue to
undergird the parameters of the field, practitioners are just as
likely to draw upon cultural studies, discourse theory, and fem-
inist/womanist studies as bodies of knowledge that inform our
understanding and action. Even so, pastoral theology, care, and
counseling have not attended sufficiently to the increasingly
global nature of the forces impinging upon African Americans
and other populations. The dimensions of African American
development in the twenty-first century cannot be fully under-
stood without reference to a complex and shifting matrix that
includes the modern idea of white supremacy, the emergence
of the neoliberal age, and the changing labor needs of transna-
tional corporations. This project represents an inquiry into the
dynamics and challenges of African American development for
the purpose of articulating a framework for soul care that gives
consideration to how specific economic, political, and socio-
cultural configurations shape and are shaped by expressions of
black identity.



Preface and Acknowledgments XVii

Although this text is by no means exhaustive and there is
much more room for clarification and expansion, it aims at no
less than pointing towards a new framework for soul care in the
United States and, given the global nature of the forces being
addressed, a model of care for indigenous populations through-
out the world. To this end, this approach is influenced by diverse
areas of inquiry. Most prominent are neoliberalism, globaliza-
tion, postcolonialism, trauma theories, systems theories, nar-
rative counseling and African diasporic religious studies. This
book, in essence, represents the early stages in a constructive
project that builds a multidisciplinary frame for a new mode of
care in the neoliberal age.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the central components of
this study. American neoliberalism is identified as an essential
interpretive lens for practitioners of pastoral theology, counsel-
ing, and care. While chattel slavery and the Jim Crow era are
identified as the core trauma scenes, the neoliberal age is seen as
having a traumatic impact on the material and symbolic worlds
of African Americans. Prophetic soul care is introduced as a
integrative approach that is attentive to both human persons
and human systems. Black religious practices are posited as pro-
moting resilience and resistance for black Americans impacted
the neoliberal age. African American Pentecostalism and
Rastafarianism are presented as two black religious forms that
serve as precedents for this assertion. Finally, helpful insights
from postcolonial theory are highlighted.

A historical analysis of the rise of the neoliberal age in the
United States is provided in chapter 2. American neoliberalism
is explored within the context of the modes of economic exploi-
tation and nation state repression directed at African Americans
in the aftermath of the modern Civil Rights and Black Power
movements. The chapter contends that the emergence of the
neoliberal age between the 1960s and 1990s represents a his-
toric shift in the United States from a system of racial domi-
nation to a neoliberal hegemony. Of particular import to this
study is the fact that the neoliberal system that emerged in the
United States is deeply racialized and continues to reflect the
legacies of North America’s racial history.
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Chapter 3 examines the impact of the neoliberal age on the
development of African American identities. African American
identities are understood as being constituted in the context of
specific social formations. By studying particular periods of sta-
bilization and intervals of change, such as the neoliberal age, one
is able to comprehend the shifting relations that shape particular
conceptions of black identity. While forms of black identity may
be impacted by the psychocultural traces of previous historical
phases, African American identities are nonetheless enunciated
in particular ways during different historical moments. In the
neoliberal age, African American identities are seen as develop-
ing in a dialogical transaction between black subjects shaped
by a matrix of market-driven structures and discourses, even
as these structures and discourses are transformed by resisting
black subjects.

Trauma theory is drawn upon in chapter 4 as a heuristic
lens to elucidate the impact of the neoliberal age on African
American development. Strategies utilized to secure the con-
tainment, cooperation, and contributions of black Americans
subsequent to the emergence of American neoliberalism con-
stitute a cultural trauma which has and continues to impinge
upon the well-being of black Americans. Trauma theory makes
it clear that in the neoliberal age many of the behavioral strate-
gies and identity commitments black Americans make might be
considered as responsive to a racially driven neoliberal society.

Healing from the traumatic impact of the neoliberal age
includes the process of remembrance. When trauma is remem-
bered in a safe environment, it enables the trauma survivor to
integrate the traumatic experience and form a new understand-
ing of what has happened. The process of healing can thus be
facilitated by public acts of commemoration. Chapter 5 examines
a black religious practice known as the Maafa Commemoration
which can be understood as a mode of soul care in the neolib-
eral age. In this study, the Maafa Commemoration is character-
ized as a “memory performance” that helps African Americans
reframe and “make meaning” out of their traumatic experi-
ences in the United States. The commemoration enables African
Americans to reframe past traumas and heal from their effects.
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Chapter 6 concludes the book with a framework for an inte-
grative approach that promotes resilience and resistance in the
neoliberal age, namely, prophetic soul care. Prophetic soul care
is posited as a transformative practice that promotes healing
and challenges neoliberalism’s hegemonic hold. This chapter sets
forth some of the foundations of a prophetic soul care praxis
in which counter-hegemonic action is understood as therapeu-
tic. Several assessment and interventive strategies are offered.
This includes the introduction of two “images of care” that
“metaphorically structure” prophetic soul care with African
Americans and other groups traumatized or threatened by the
neoliberal age.

There are countless individuals and institutions to thank that
contributed in some way to the completion of the book, but
clearly, some people warrant special mention. I had the oppor-
tunity to formally begin this integrative process at Princeton
Theological Seminary. I am especially grateful to Drs. Deborah
van Deusen Hunsinger, Donald Capps, Robert Dykstra, Abigail
Evans, Peter Paris, Geddes Hanson, and Cleophus LaRue.
Two other individuals stand out and merit recognition. First,
Mark L. Taylor was enthusiastic about my research from the
very beginning. He has been a helpful conversation partner
and continues to be a kindred spirit. Second, the always kind
and generous Cornel West expressed an interest in this pro-
ject and became a cherished advisor and mentor. I owe both of
them an immense debt of gratitude. I want to express my deep
appreciation to Wesley Theological Seminary for the sabbati-
cal time I received to complete this book. Thank you to Drs.
Robert Martin, Sathianathan Clarke, James Shopshire, Michael
Koppel, William McClain, Sondra Wheeler, Beverly Mitchell,
Carla Works, Josiah Young III, Youtha Hardmann Cromwell,
Douglas Powe, and all my colleagues at Wesley seminary who
have offered support.

The mentors, colleagues, and communities who have encour-
aged, challenged, and sustained me are far too numerous to
name them all. I want to express my heartfelt appreciation to
Drs. Lee H. Butler Jr., Emmanuel Lartey, Fulgence Nyengele,
Trina Armstrong, Nyasha Junior, Raynard Smith, David
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Daniels, Phillis Sheppard, Nicole Phillips, Gregory Ellison II,
Stephanie Crumpton, and Kenny Walden. To my mentors: Ithiel
Clemmons, Donald Hilliard Jr., James Gaylord, Shirley Graham,
Luke Davis, and Joseph Clemmons—I stand upon your shoul-
ders. I must also thank Kirk Lyons, Dave Hood, Derek Suite,
Peter Hazelrigg, Raleigh Hall, Keon Gerow, Marcus Branch,
Anthony Platt, Jonathan Walton, James Logan, Elias Ortega-
Aponte, Kenyatta Gilbert, Marlene Fox, Carla Jones, and
Dwight Davis.

Several institutions provided help and fostered healing and
hope on this journey. I am very grateful to First Church of
God in Christ (Brooklyn, NY), First Baptist Church (Somerset,
NJ), Cathedral International (Perth Amboy, NJ), The Fund for
Theological Education, Christ Tabernacle (Queens, NY), and
Kinetic Christian Center (Brooklyn, NY). I want to extend my
deep appreciation to Johnny Ray Youngblood, David Brawley,
Anthony Bennett, Clay Fielding, Kim Jones, Yvonne Hildmon,
and the members of both St. Paul Community Baptist Church
(Brooklyn, New York) and Mount Aery Baptist Church
(Bridgeport, Connecticut). The Maafa Commemoration research
for this project was made possible by the hospitality of these
two faith communities. Thank you to every person who was
willing to entrust the stories of their own “healing journeys” to
me in the preparation of this book. I want to express my thanks
to Phil Getz, Alexis Nelson, and the entire staff at Palgrave
Macmillan. T owe a special debt of gratitude to the series edi-
tors, Dwight N. Hopkins and Linda E. Thomas, who offered
both opportunity and encouragement.

My family is and has always been a source of love and sup-
port. To the great cloud of ancestral witnesses, thank you for
your guidance and all you endured that we might live. Thank
you to my brother, Wendell, and sister, Monica. I am partic-
ularly indebted to my sister for taking on the role of primary
caregiver to our parents during the time I was working on this
project. My father, Cornelius, did not live to see the publication
of this book. Yet his work ethic, entrepreneurial spirit, passion
for life, and love for community live on in me and so many
others touched by his quiet strength. My mother, Marjorie, is
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thankfully still with us. Her indomitable spirit, love for educa-
tion, and faith in God made me believe nothing is impossible.
She remains the “wind beneath my wings.” My deepest appre-
ciation goes to my wife, Veronica, for her unfailing love and
unwavering support. I owe her much more than a debt of grat-
itude. This would not have been possible without her encour-
agement. [ will always be grateful. Finally, to the One who is
faithful and true, thank you.



Bearing Witness

In 2008, the American financial system teetered precariously
on the brink of a total collapse. This financial crisis signified
the monumental failure of a hegemonic configuration in eco-
nomic, political, and sociocultural relations that coalesced
in the second half of the twentieth century. The time period
between the late 1960s and mid-1980s witnessed a radical
shift characterized by the emergence of a new social formation,
delineated in this study as the neoliberal age. Unbeknownst to
many, this pernicious neoliberal ideology, which has now been
exported globally, was given its initial “test drive” domestically
on the backs of countless black Americans. While attention
has been given to the traumatic impact of chattel slavery and
the Jim Crow era on African Americans,! insufficient consider-
ation has been given to the traumas black Americans incurred
subsequent to the emergence of the neoliberal age in the after-
math of the modern Civil Rights and Black Power movements.?
This chapter introduces the core components of this study.
American neoliberalism is identified as an essential interpre-
tive lens for practitioners of pastoral theology, counseling, and
care. The neoliberal age is seen as having a traumatic impact
on the material and symbolic worlds of African Americans.
Consideration is given to expressions of black religiosity that
function as modes of soul care in this context.? I then introduce
an integrative approach to soul care that promotes resilience in
black Americans and other populations traumatized or threat-
ened by the neoliberal age.
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This book gives particular attention to an African American
religious practice known as the Maafa Commemoration that
had its inception during the rise of American neoliberalism. The
term Maafa is Ki-Swahili. It means the great disaster, calam-
ity, or catastrophe. The term references the atrocities endured
by black Americans during the hundreds of years black people
were forcibly captured, transported, and enslaved in the Western
hemisphere and the horrific exploitation of African Americans
during the Jim Crow era. The term also signifies the politics
of abandonment, containment, and control perpetuated against
black Americans during the emergence of the neoliberal age.
This study contends that the Maafa Commemoration promotes
resilience and resistance in African Americans whose lived real-
ities and identities have been traumatically impacted by policies
and practices informed by neoliberal ideology.

The Maafa Commemoration had its inception at St. Paul
Community Baptist Church in New York City. At the time, a
host of problems engendered by the neoliberal age were ravaging
urban centers throughout the United States. The commemora-
tion is a two-week experience that includes dramatic reenact-
ments of chattel slavery, the Jim Crow era, and the neoliberal
age, as well as rituals of remembrance, educational workshops,
lectures, worship services, and prayer. These commemorative
rites have since spread to other congregations throughout the
United States. For black Americans traumatically impacted by
the neoliberal age, the Maafa Commemoration might be under-
stood as an alternative mode of soul care than those paradigms
constructed for individuals or families.

Neoliberalism, most strongly articulated by Friedrich Hayek
and Milton Friedman, asserts that an unfettered market is the
most effective means for encouraging individual freedom.*
Neoliberalism, at first glance, is a theory of economic principles
that purports that human well-being can best be achieved by
liberating entrepreneurial freedoms within a framework char-
acterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and
free trade. Neoliberal ideology holds that “the social good will
be maximized by maximizing the reach and frequency of mar-
ket transactions, and it seeks to bring all human action into



