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AIDS, Sexuality, and the Black Church: Making the Wounded Whole is a reveal-
ing account of AIDS activism within Black churches in New York City. AIDS has taken
a devastating toll on the Black community. Blacks make up approximately 13% of
the total United States population, but almost half of all those infected with HIV
in the U.S. are Black. Previous research has claimed that these high rates are due,
in large part, to the lack of an immediate response by Black Church leaders and
officials when AIDS first began to strike Blacks in the early 1980s. The Black
Church can play a major role in providing AIDS education to its parishioners and
community. However, feeling uncomfortable with addressing sexuality and homo-
sexuality, many Black churches have simply avoided addressing AIDS believing that
such conversations were inappropriate for church. As a result, The Balm in Gilead
was formed in 1992 to encourage AIDS awareness among Black religious institu-
tions. The Balm in Gilead is now the largest organization to work exclusively with
the Black Church to promote AIDS education and awareness.

In AIDS, Sexuality, and the Black Church, Angelique Harris examines the for-
mation of the Black Church AIDS movement and the organizational development
of The Balm in Gilead. This research begins from the perspective that the Black Church
is working to address AIDS, and details how this work is being done. Harris
couches her findings within social movement theory, the sociology of health and
illness, social marketing, and the social construction of knowledge. This text pro-
vides a unique lens through which to examine AIDS discourse within the Black com-
munity. AIDS, Sexuality, and the Black Church is essential reading for AIDS
scholars, researchers, and community activists alike.
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• C H A P T E R  O N E •  

Introduction:  
Engaging the Power of Prayer 

lmost 30 years ago, a Los Angeles doctor first reported to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (see 
Appendix A for a list of all abbreviations used in this book) 

a strange “sickness” among five gay men. Since then, what has 
come to be known as the autoimmune deficiency syndrome, or 
AIDS, has completely changed the world in which we live. AIDS 
has challenged notions of sickness and health, as often those in-
fected with AIDS can be physically healthy but technically sick. 
AIDS has also given rise to a number of conspiracy theories re-
garding its origins and efforts to treat and prevent it and has cost 
economies around the world many billions of dollars. Faced with 
the possibility of death from AIDS, members of marginalized 
groups and communities across the United States, ranging from 
the gay men of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) 
(Cohen 1998; Stoller 1998; Gamson 1991) to the sex workers of the 
California Prostitutes Education Project (later renamed California 
Prevention Education Project) (Stoller 1998), mobilized to bring 
awareness of AIDS, its medical treatments, and services.  

As a social and medical phenomenon AIDS has shed light on 
the effect that societal views and cultural beliefs have on how we 
understand illness and disease. This book explores how AIDS is 
socially and culturally constructed and the process by which AIDS 
knowledge, i.e., the information concerning its transmission and 
progression, is produced and disseminated. Social constructionism 
argues that knowledge is a product of a particular culture or soci-
ety (Lupton 2000). The social construction of health and illness is 
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central to medical sociology and helps one gain a better under-
standing of how social forces shape ideas of health, diagnosis, dis-
ease, illness, and death (Lupton 2000; Brown 1995). Analyzing the 
ways in which AIDS has been constructed does not aim to dimin-
ish the devastation that AIDS has had on the lives of millions of 
people around the world. As Paula A. Treichler notes, “[o]f course, 
AIDS is a real disease syndrome, damaging and killing real hu-
man beings… Yet, with its genuine potential for global devasta-
tion, the AIDS epidemic is simultaneously an epidemic of a 
transmissible lethal disease and an epidemic of meaning or signifi-
cation” (1999: 11).  

Although AIDS is an illness with very real symptoms and often 
results in death, AIDS, like other diseases, also has a number of 
associated meanings (Freund and McGuire 1999; Lorber 1997; 
Weitz 1991; Goldstein 1990). It is a syndrome of a weakened im-
mune system, caused by a virus that is spread through bodily flu-
ids, but AIDS is more than simply an illness. What we know about 
AIDS is derived from the meanings we associated with the taboo 
nature of HIV transmission, associations linked to homosexuals, 
sex workers, and drug addicts. As a result, AIDS, as a disease, as 
well as our knowledge and the meanings we associate with it, are 
socially constructed (Null and Feast 2002; Freund and McGuire 
1999; Barbour and Huby 1998; Epstein 1996; Weitz 1991; Gold-
stein 1990); or as Cindy Patton (1990) contends, “invented.” By 
claiming that AIDS is “invented,” Patton argues not that someone 
created the actual disease, but that social understandings of AIDS 
are invented.  

AIDS information and meanings – such as those associated 
with susceptibility, protection measures, treatment, and stigmas – 
have been, and continue to be, received by various communities 
and groups differently. I extend this notion to argue that AIDS, 
like all concepts that carry social significance – gender, race, eth-
nicity, sexuality, class, and health – is constructed differently de-
pending on the community producing and receiving the knowledge. 
Consequently, knowledge and perceptions of AIDS may vary. For 
example, the social construction of AIDS is different for the gay 
community than for the Black1 community. Since the beginning of 
the epidemic, Blacks have had the highest rates of HIV/AIDS in 
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the U.S. (Cohen 1999). Yet it was gay men who immediately mobi-
lized and formed the world’s first AIDS service organization, Gay 
Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC). Despite the evidence of dispropor-
tionate rates of infection, most Blacks initially saw AIDS as some-
thing that did not affect them – it was commonly perceived as a 
White gay disease (Levenson 2004; Cohen 1999; Cohen 1996). 
Therefore, it took members of the Black community several years 
to develop large-scale mobilizations2, mobilizations that never 
matched those of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) community (Quimby and Friedman 2003; Cohen 1999).  

Blacks, like all racial and ethnic groups, are diverse, and the 
Black community is made up of a number of smaller communities. 
This book examines AIDS and the impact it has had on the com-
munity of Black churches, their congregants, and leaders, what I 
will simply refer to as the Black Church3. It explores how one 
community-based organization (CBO), The Balm in Gilead, framed 
AIDS as a social problem for the Black Church and created a social 
movement based on a reconstructed version of AIDS knowledge, 
encouraging Black religious institutions to address AIDS in ways 
that coincide with their constructions or perceptions of AIDS.  

Situating this Project 

Currently, Blacks have the highest HIV/AIDS rates, accounting for 
over half of all HIV/AIDS diagnoses in the U.S. This statistic is 
disproportionately high considering that Blacks were 12.3% of the 
total U.S. population in 2000 (U.S. Census 2006). As detailed in 
Chapter Three, one of the reasons cited for the high rates of HIV 
in the Black community was its slow4 response to addressing the 
virus (Cohen 1999). The taboo topics of sexuality and drug use as-
sociated with AIDS played a role in this (Levenson 2004; Cohen 
1999; Dalton 1989). These sensitive issues were difficult for many 
Blacks – particularly religious leaders – to discuss openly. Schol-
ars (Brown 2003; Fullilove and Fullilove 1999; Weatherford and 
Weatherford 1999; Shelp and Sunderland 1992) have argued that 
religious influence may have played a role in this denial. The old 
saying, “as goes the Church, so goes the community,” speaks vol-
umes to the influence of the Church on the Black community, and 
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since the Black Church did not address AIDS, neither did other 
members of the Black community.  

The Black Church 
The Black Church has historically been the most influential insti-
tution in the Black Community (Carruthers, Haynes, and Wright 
2005; Wilmore 2004; Brown 2003; Williams and Dixie 2003; Rabo-
teau 2001; Billingsley 1999; Sernett 1999; Gaines 1996; Howard 
1965/1989; Frazier 1964/1969; DuBois 1903/1994). Traditionally, it 
has been made up of seven Black American Protestant denomina-
tions that had their origins in slavery and emancipation: the Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church; the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion (AMEZ) Church; the Christian Methodist Episcopal 
(CME) Church; the National Baptist Convention, USA, Incorpo-
rated (NBC); the National Baptist Convention of America, Unin-
corporated (NBCA); the Progressive National Baptist Convention 
(PNBC); and the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) (Lincoln and 
Mamiya 2003/1990). New Christian denominations with Black 
leadership continue to develop; these new houses of worship model 
themselves on the traditions of the Black Church. This book is less 
concerned with defining what the Black Church is, than what the 
Black Church does and what it means to millions in the Black 
community. In discussing the importance of religion in the lives of 
Blacks, Mary Pattillo-McCoy (1998) points out that, based on em-
pirical measurements, Blacks are among the world’s most religious 
people, as noted by high frequencies of church membership, atten-
dance, and prayer.  

Researcher Edward Wimberely (1979) believes that the Black 
Church served as a safe haven and second family for many Blacks 
during the hardships of slavery and later Reconstruction and the 
Great Migration. This tradition of family and community contin-
ues today. Since Blacks were denied access to public space and 
civic institutions for much of American history, the Church served 
as “a school, a bank, a benevolent society, a political organization, 
a party hall, and a spiritual base” (Pattillo-McCoy 1998: 769) for 
many Blacks. Because of this, the Black Church has played a key 
role in political and social justice activities5, (Lincoln and Mamiya 
2003/1990) and it is also known for encouraging racial pride and 


