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Abstract 

Background: As social distancing became a pervasive public health necessity during COVID-19 pandemic during the Spring of 2020, the 
exponential use of digital technology impacted the worldview and health behavior context of African American churches in unknown ways. Digital 
sermons may be among the most effective and necessary ways of reaching African American congregations regarding behavioral and cognitive 
strategies to remain healthy during the age of COVID-19. Our purpose was to conduct a rapid thematic assessment of digital sermon key content and 
to identify health promotion and content representing barriers to health embedded in digital sermons during the initial social distancing period of 
the COVID-19 pandemic between March and April 2020.

Methods: Our qualitative study of 17 randomly selected sermons indicates that digital church communication creates a viable messaging 
platform for churches during social distancing.

Results: Four main themes were identified in the sermons: (a) clarifying COVID-19 church health policies, (b) disconnectedness and reconnection 
(c) biblically based resilience and health self-agency, and (d) faith, fear, and health.

Conclusion: We discuss implications for future social marketing interventions in churches through enhanced support for digital sermon 
delivery as a valuable health messaging platform for African American faith communities.
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Background
Asymptomatic infection with SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes 

novel COVID-19, disproportionately affects African Americans 
through little understood biobehavioral, age-related, systematic 
sociocultural vulnerabilities, and adverse outcomes associated 
with pre-existing co-morbid conditions in South Carolina (SC) 
[1,2]. African Americans represent 27.1% of the SC’s population 
but include 52% of COVID-19 deaths [3]. The sociocultural 
determinants of these health disparities are not well-understood 
in this population. As a response to a deadly upswing of pastoral 
and congregational deaths during late April 2020 [4], a majority  

 
of African American churches in the Southern United States 
continue to practice worship-at-home methods of social distancing 
and infection mitigation education through virtual worship 
practices [5]. Church services, funerals, Bible studies, and other 
traditional religious events continue to be shifted from in-person 
congregational spaces to streaming services like Zoom, Skype, or 
Facebook Live from March to May 2020.

The importance of faith and the church in the health status of 
African Americans in America is unquestioned. Church has not only 
been a place of worship but a refuge in times of trouble, including 
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health advocacy, education, and sometimes inaccurate health 
messaging. SC is described as, “The Buckle of the Black Bible Belt” 
due to its dense concentration of churches state-wide and ever- 
growing faith congregations. Ethnic disparities among COVID-19 
cases and deaths adversely impact the Black faith community 
[3]. The two most prevalent denominations in South Carolina 
are Missionary Baptists and African American Episcopal faith 
communities. In SC, the African American church has historically 
served as a transformative institution for health and social activism 
promoting a message of equality, collectivism, and organizational 
self- determination [6].

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the power of digital African- 
American faith health messaging has yet to be acknowledged as a 
promising venue for enhancing infection prevention and screening/
contact tracing efforts, telehealth messaging [7-9], and improving 
the likelihood of future vaccine acceptability. There is a dire need 
to conduct a rapid thematic assessment of psychosocial, public 
health, and spiritual messaging from pastors during the peak of the 
pandemic, that may affect health behaviors, antibody testing, and 
later vaccine uptake among African Americans [10].

Digital sermons posted by pastoral leaders, as social influencers, 
establish an innovative avenue to address psychosocial risk factors 
and community vulnerability during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
African-American homiletic preaching philosophy suggests 
that, “Effective preaching is a transaction between preacher and 
congregation who comes to trust the preacher and thereby accepts 
the preacher’s message” because it reflects authenticity to one’s 
cultural self but also a sensitivity to the ways listeners from one 
context to another hear and process sermons [11]. The stages and 
structure African American preaching homiletics are comparable 
to cognitive-behavioral paradigms used in health promotion [12]. 
Public health messaging and preaching homiletics go hand in hand.

The purpose of this rapid qualitative assessment was to 
understand how video sermons are utilized among African- 
American ministers to informally set the stage for a faith-based 
discourse that includes COVID-19 messaging within a cultural 
homiletic praxis during the peak period of the pandemic [11]. 
Because this is a rapid qualitative research study about a previously 
unexplored health concern in the Black community, a single 
research question guided the current qualitative research. In this 
formative study we ask, “What themes undergird key mental and 
physical health messages in YouTube sermons delivered to African- 
American southern congregants during the initial stages COVID-19 
pandemic?”

Method

Coding

A codebook with definitions was used to categorize the topics 
of the messages, the type of media vehicle of which the messages 
were part, and the source of that media vehicle. Both deductive and 

inductive methods were used to establish the categories within 
the codebook. A review of the literature, as well as immersion 
in YouTube-delivered church sermons, was used to inform the 
development of a primary list of key health behavior categories and 
codes. Once both inductive and deductive codes were established, 
the codebook was reviewed by researchers with the larger study 
and experts in faith-based health promotion to ensure definitions 
were grounded in the field [13-16]. 

Sermon selection and data collection

There are hundreds of Black church sermons videos posted 
on YouTube [15]. The researchers wished to rapidly identify 
the contextual and experiential meanings of pastoral sermon 
messaging during the COVID-19 pandemic among Black churches. 
This formative study was not structured to identify sermon themes 
before the crisis or to produce a generalizability at the expense 
of depth. Fifty random digital sermons were selected from South 
Carolina YouTube postings. We randomly selected YouTube 
sermons using a lexical search by keyword combinations of the 
following: a) South Carolina Black church, b) African American, 
sermon, c) Missionary Baptist, d) African Methodist Episcopal, 
which were posted between March 20th and April 20th. These 
sermons were then purposively chosen based on the availability of 
YouTube automatic transcripts with time stamps, and a viewership 
of greater than 30. For each of the resulting sermons, we selected 
the most highly viewed sermon within the time span. Therefore, 20 
sermon videos that met initial criteria to be to be included in this 
study.  Secondary examination of the sermons was logistical and 
examined data viability. Our final sample contained 17 sermons 
that met our initial selection criteria, had sufficient sound quality, 
transcripts, and had sufficiently long duration to analyze for 
thematic content.

Data analysis

Before initiating the data analysis process, we organized the 
data using NVivo 12 Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QSR 2020) 
[14]. The NVivo program allowed us to embed the videos with field 
note and codes. We analyzed the YouTube generated transcripts 
and timestamps within the videos to assist with the coding process. 
This system of digital data analysis allowed us to easily refer to 
specific data components. Specifically, we utilized qualitative video 
data analysis techniques to understand how video sermons assist 
with COVID-19 messaging among seventeen randomly selected 
YouTube.com streaming church services and posted sermons.

Open coding was performed to allow grounded themes to 
emerge from the data. As a rapid communication preliminary study, 
coding was performed by the principal investigator without inter-
rater reliability assessment. Axial coding was guided by the aims 
of the research and review of the literature. Codes were combined 
and major themes and subthemes were examined in more depth. 
Selective coding was used to focus the final analysis and to compare 
themes related to COVID-19 messaging across sermons.
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To ensure findings were credible, several steps were taken. 
These included community-based debriefing, member checks, 
consultation with the larger study team as well as with co-
authors throughout data collection. This study was approved by 
our university’s Institutional Review Board. Pastoral and church 
consent forms were not required, as all the videos and associated 
comments are considered public domain. Furthermore, we did 
not have to acquire permission from YouTube.com to analyze 
these videos because this study did not involve the modification, 
replication, or recycling of any of the analyzed video. We took 
a systematic approach of analysis to interpret the videos and 
associated commentary that already existed.

Results
As a result of inductive data analysis, prevailing themes emerged 

reflective of how video and streaming church services are capable 
as influencing public health pedagogy in the African American faith- 
community during the peak of the April 2020, COVID-19 pandemic. 
Key primary themes suggest that these sermons are important 
venues for public health pedagogy, psychosocial well-being, and 
virtual places of hope among African American faith communities. 
Four important underlying sub- themes were identified in the 
sermons: (a) clarifying COVID-19 church health policies, (b) 
disconnectedness and reconnection (c) biblically based resilience 
and health self-agency, (d) faith, fear, and health.

Clarifying COVID-19 church policies

Sixty-seven percent of sermons, pastors applied Leviticus 
chapter thirteen’s Biblical and cultural codes of health behavior 
associated with leprosy to clarify contemporary COVID-19 social 
distancing practices [17-19]. Leviticus 13:45-46 focuses on 
stopping the proliferation of a disease through behavior, culture, 
and religious directives or mores. Sermon narratives containing 
informal church policies as key themes were present in nearly 80% 
of the sermons but did not reflect codified church mandates for 
sheltering in place, handwashing, or face mask protection in public 
interactions outside of the church Humor was used to address reify 
informal policies.

Disconnectedness & reconnection

Pastor’s themes in the sermons included their own feelings 
of disconnection due to inexperience or lack of comfort using 
digital sermons. Eight percent of sermons targeted mental health 
issues that may be associated with social isolation and physical 
disconnectedness with the congregation. For example, one pastor 
addressed a sermon narrative focusing on the spiritual experience 
of multi-dimensional fellowship across sermon delivery modalities. 
He preached, “People should be shouting and praising the Lord in 
their homes, but I too need to feel your spirit over the web.”

Biblical resilience and health self-agency

Admonitions to increase individual and church health self-
agency were repeated themes embedded in 29% of sermons. Pastors 

preached that Jesus turned his human instincts of self-preservation 
into self-sacrifice in times of uncertainly and fear. One pastor’s 
sermon eloquently addressed the notion of the “new normal. 
He delivered a sermon focusing on the following key narratives 
regarding “psychosocial normalcy” in the Biblical scripture and 
during our contemporary pandemic: “The coronavirus has been 
knocking some of us down and knocking some of us out! But if you 
think about it for a moment, the sacrifices we must make to put us 
in a better position to understand how the disciples must have felt 
on Easter. Easter was never meant to go back to normal; but was, 
and still is, intended to make all things new through sacrifice for 
each other.”

Faith, fear, and health

A small, but important portion of the sermons addressed themes 
consisting of narratives about prophetic health plagues and signs 
of the end times.  Fear induction messaging may be the outcome 
of these themes, but we must also consider them as fear reducers 
for many African Americans seeking an end to inequities and 
tribulations in this world. Sin and rebelliousness were thematically 
integrated into four percent of the sermons as contributing factors 
for risky heath behavior and COVID-19 infection. Representative of 
this prophetic homiletic theme is the statement of a rural Baptist 
pastor, “The prophecies the Book of Revelations 9:12 are upon us: 
The first disaster is past. There are still two woes coming after this.”

Despite apocalyptic narratives, many sermons contained fear- 
reduction themes and predominated many of the sermons in the 
context of other parts of the sermon. Fifty-eight percent of sermons 
in the sample referred to fear reduction themes in 2 Timothy 1:7, 
“for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-
control.” A pastor exemplified this theme in his sermon, “I believe 
the Corona [virus] is worse than what we are being told. God has 
led me to know that if the body of Christ just makes a big change, 
we will be ok.”

Discussion

Researcher must make use of innovative methodologies during 
the current pandemic to develop social marketing, telehealth, and 
intervention tools to reach African Americans, who are the most 
vulnerable populations across regions, socioeconomic status, and 
religious denominations. Digital sermons create a valuable and 
over-looked behavioral and public health risk mitigation platform 
for churches themes identified in this rapid assessment and 
formative research.

The results of the study suggest that these sermons are 
important venues for public health pedagogy, psychosocial well- 
being, and virtual places of hope among African American faith 
communities. COVID-19 infection mitigation strategies targeting 
African-American pastor’s sermons may be highly efficacious and 
complementary to social engineering and cognitive-behavioral 
change in risk profiles. Prevention scientists should consider the 
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reach and impact of digitally imprinted social distancing norms on 
pastor’s health-related messages in their digital sermons. Central 
themes encompassed spiritual wellness, psychological resilience, 
and a small degree of COVID-19 infection mitigation messaging 
(e.g., hand washing, social distancing) in the context of traditional 
Biblical teachings. Prophetic themes were infrequent, but narratives 
potent in the messaging.

There are methodological issues that must be addressed 
in later studies including generalizability, various social media 
platforms attract different audiences. We only used YouTube.
com sermons, for consistency, sample selection, deep thematic 
structure, its transcription platform, and diverse types of 
congregations and pastoral demographics. Given the nature of 
qualitative design of the current investigation, we were not able 
to determine generalizability of our findings even with attempts 
to randomly select individual sermons across the YouTube posted 
communications. Also, given the possibility that these findings may 
not generalize to a national sample of African American pastoral 
sermons, future studies should explore viewership indicators, 
regional variations, and a wider array of sermon delivery platforms 
(e.g.  Zoom, YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, live streaming).  Analysis 
of pastoral and church demographic characteristics (e.g. age; SES) 
may further reveal latent themes in specific COVID-19 messaging 
and indicators for enhancing antibody testing and COVID-19 
vaccine acceptability [9,20].

Conclusion

Our rapid assessment has implications for public health 
research and clinical psychology practice with African American 
faith community during a tragic and possible extended viral 
pandemic. We promptly identified key themes for future social 
marketing interventions in churches by digital sermon delivery on 
YouTube.com as a valuable health messaging platform for African 
American faith communities. Future research will expand the 
methodology and research goals of this rapid analysis framework 
to social media feeds beyond YouTube.com, search for themes 
in voluntary viewer comments for each sermon, assess viewing 
patterns and metrics, and document the demographic background 
of churches that provide online digital sermons. Antibody testing 
and vaccine acceptability in sermon themes will be examined in 
detail across the time trajectory of this pandemic by this group 
of investigators It is our hope that this rapid assessment serves 
as a formative foundation for COVID-19 messaging intervention 
development and health dissemination in the African-American 
churches and other faith communities [9].
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