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Abstract: 

In Black and Brown communities, mental health is intricately connected to cultural 

identity, spirituality, and religious beliefs. Faith-based practices, in particular, have long played a 

central role in promoting psychological resilience and well-being, offering not just coping 

mechanisms but also a sense of community and support. Despite the critical role that faith and 

spirituality play in the mental health of many individuals, mental health professionals often fail 

to incorporate these dimensions into therapy, leaving a gap in treatment for many clients. This 

literature review examines research that highlights the importance of faith in mental health 

treatment, focusing on the cultural practices and beliefs of African American and Latino 

populations. The review synthesizes findings on the integration of spirituality into therapy, 

cultural competence in mental health care, and the role of community-based faith practices. 

Through this examination, the review argues that faith-based approaches are integral to effective 

mental health treatment in Black and Brown communities and calls for mental health 

professionals to better engage with clients' spiritual lives in culturally sensitive ways. 

Keywords: faith, spirituality, mental health, Black communities, Brown communities, cultural 

competency, resilience, therapy. 
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Introduction 

When addressing mental health in Black and Brown communities, understanding the 

significance of spirituality and faith is paramount. Religious beliefs are not just a private matter 

but deeply ingrained in community life, social support, and coping strategies. In African 

American and Latino communities specifically, spirituality is a foundational component of 

resilience, as it offers emotional sustenance, strength, and meaning in the face of personal and 

systemic adversity. These religious practices often provide individuals with the tools necessary to 

confront life’s challenges, from trauma and grief to social and economic hardships. 

However, despite its importance, mental health treatment in these communities has 

historically failed to adequately integrate spirituality and faith-based practices. Much of Western 

psychology and therapy is grounded in secular, Eurocentric models that frequently overlook or 

dismiss the role of religion in mental health. As a result, many Black and Brown clients may not 

feel understood or supported in therapeutic settings, particularly when they seek to incorporate 

their spiritual beliefs into their healing process. 

Key studies explore the role of faith and spirituality in mental health care for Black and 

Brown individuals, highlighting the importance of faith as both a personal and communal force. 

They offer insight into how mental health professionals can better integrate faith into their 

practice. Research from Mattis and Jagers (2001), Scott et al. (2016), Parham (2002), Mattis and 

Grayman-Simpson (2013), and Moreno and Cardemil (2013) provides valuable perspectives on 

the intersection of spirituality, culture, and mental health. These studies illustrate how 

spirituality, faith, and community religious practices can foster resilience, promote mental 

well-being, and enhance the therapeutic process in these communities. 
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Faith and Spirituality in Black and Brown Communities 

Faith and spirituality are foundational to the emotional and psychological well-being of 

many Black and Brown individuals. In African American and Latino communities specifically, 

religious institutions and practices often provide not just a connection to a higher power but also 

a sense of belonging, meaning, and community. These communities often rely on faith as a 

central pillar for coping with life’s challenges, whether they are related to individual struggles, 

systemic oppression, or intergenerational trauma. 

For African Americans, the church has long served as a central hub for social, emotional, 

and spiritual support. In many ways, the Black church functions as both a place of worship and a 

place of community organizing, where individuals can find strength and solidarity. The church is 

often seen as a space where members can come together, share their burdens, and collectively 

work toward healing. As Mattis and Jagers (2001) assert, “Religiosity provides a framework for 

understanding suffering, coping with adversity, and defining meaning in life” (p. 520). This 

communal approach to faith creates a strong support network for individuals, especially those 

facing the psychological toll of racial oppression, poverty, and other challenges. 

Similarly, in Latino communities, faith is central to both personal well-being and 

community life. As noted by Moreno and Cardemil (2013), “Frequent prayer... helped create a 

connection with a transcendent being (i.e., God)” (p. 58), allowing individuals to cope with 

adversity and maintain hope in difficult times. Spiritual practices such as prayer, Bible reading, 

and participation in religious services serve as coping mechanisms, offering individuals a way to 

confront challenges and strengthen their sense of hope. Furthermore, these spiritual practices are 

deeply embedded in the communal life of Latino families, creating a collective sense of support 
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and healing. Religious participation is not simply a private matter but a shared experience that 

fosters social cohesion and emotional well-being. 

In both African American and Latino communities, faith and spirituality are powerful 

tools for building resilience. As Mattis and Jagers (2001) highlight, religious involvement 

provides individuals with a sense of control, hope, and connectedness, all of which are crucial 

elements for psychological health. Faith helps individuals make meaning of their experiences, 

especially when faced with adversity, and offers a framework for navigating the complexities of 

life, including experiences of racism, discrimination, and trauma. 

Faith-Based Coping Mechanisms in Mental Health 

Spirituality and religious practices are not only important for building resilience but also 

serve as effective coping mechanisms for individuals facing mental health challenges. In Black 

and Brown communities, spirituality offers a way to cope with personal struggles, mental health 

challenges, and trauma. Religious coping mechanisms such as prayer, meditation, and seeking 

support from religious leaders can serve as essential tools for managing stress, anxiety, and 

depression. 

Research has consistently shown that spirituality plays a key role in mental health, 

particularly in marginalized communities. As Scott et al. (2016) point out, “Counselors who 

support rather than challenge religious values are preferred” by clients who hold strong religious 

beliefs (p. 193). When therapists are able to respect and integrate a client’s spiritual beliefs into 

the treatment process, the therapeutic alliance becomes stronger, and clients are more likely to 

feel understood and supported. Conversely, when counselors challenge or dismiss these beliefs, 

clients may feel alienated, making it more difficult to achieve positive therapeutic outcomes. 



CULTURAL COMPETENCY                                                                                                      6     

For African Americans, religious practices often help with developing a deeper sense of 

self worth. As Mattis and Grayman-Simpson (2013) explain, “Religion’s influence in the mental 

health of African Americans is not limited to issues of identity... it promotes positive self-esteem 

for African Americans” (p. 550). Religious involvement can bolster self-esteem, providing 

individuals with a sense of worth and dignity, especially when societal structures may devalue 

them. Additionally, the church and religious communities often provide social support networks 

that can help mitigate the negative effects of stress, trauma, and mental illness. 

Latino individuals also frequently rely on religious practices as a form of spiritual coping. 

In their study, Moreno and Cardemil (2013) found that “spiritual coping strategies were by far 

the most commonly endorsed across the majority of our sample” (p. 57). These spiritual 

practices, such as prayer and participation in religious groups, provide individuals with a sense of 

connection to a higher power and a way to navigate adversity. This connection to God and 

religious community fosters hope, perseverance, and healing. As Moreno and Cardemil (2013) 

note, “Through these spiritual practices, participants described remaining hopeful in times of 

hardships” (p. 58). For many Latino individuals, these spiritual practices are not only essential to 

their well-being but also serve as a primary means of managing mental health challenges. 

Culturally Competent Mental Health Practices 

While faith and spirituality are central to the mental health of Black and Brown 

individuals, mental health professionals often lack the cultural competency necessary to address 

these dimensions effectively in therapy. As Parham (2002) notes, “The ability to work effectively 

with African American populations will require a level of skill and competence that is unusual in 

our profession” (p. 314), highlighting the need for specialized knowledge and understanding 
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when working with these communities. This gap in competency is particularly evident when 

clients strongly value their religious beliefs, which many therapists may overlook or mishandle. 

The result is that clients often feel their spiritual lives are dismissed or misunderstood, leading to 

a belief within these communities that therapy and faith cannot coexist. Negative experiences 

with therapists who either disregard or challenge the importance of faith create a significant 

barrier to seeking mental health care, fostering a perception that the two realms, mental health 

and spirituality are mutually exclusive. 

However, therapy and faith are not incompatible but rather can complement each other 

and provide a more comprehensive healing experience. By integrating spiritual beliefs and 

practices into therapy, mental health professionals can offer a deeper, more effective treatment 

that acknowledges the full spectrum of a client’s identity and experiences. Clients who view 

therapy as a place where their faith can be honored and incorporated are more likely to engage in 

the process, leading to better therapeutic outcomes and a stronger sense of empowerment. 

A significant challenge for therapists is the hesitation or uncertainty surrounding the 

integration of spirituality into therapeutic practice. As Scott et al. (2016) highlight, “Counselors 

were generally hesitant to integrate faith into the treatment process... their confusion about how 

to ethically integrate this important variable” (p. 203). This hesitancy is a result of insufficient 

training in culturally competent counseling methods and concerns over professional boundaries. 

However, as Scott et al. (2016) advocate, allowing clients to lead the conversation about their 

faith is critical. By respecting and validating clients’ spiritual perspectives, therapists can ensure 

that these beliefs are woven into the therapeutic process, rather than imposing their own views. 

This approach not only creates a more supportive therapeutic relationship but also strengthens 

the overall effectiveness of treatment. 
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Furthermore, Parham (2002) emphasizes the importance of developing culturally relevant 

therapeutic models, particularly for African American clients, advocating for an African-centered 

approach to therapy. He states, “Putting ‘shoe polish’ on Freud will not make the theory any 

more African centered” (p. 314), stressing the need to move beyond Eurocentric frameworks and 

adapt therapy to better meet the spiritual and cultural needs of Black and Brown individuals. 

Such an approach requires therapists to broaden their understanding of how faith influences 

mental health and healing, ensuring that therapy honors the complex cultural and spiritual lives 

of clients. Only through this culturally sensitive lens can therapy truly be effective and affirming 

for these populations. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, faith and spirituality play a critical role in the mental health of Black and 

Brown communities by offering a source of strength, resilience, and coping in the face of 

personal and societal challenges. Mental health professionals must acknowledge and respect the 

centrality of spirituality in the lives of these individuals by integrating religious beliefs and 

practices into therapeutic interventions in a culturally competent manner. The failure to do so can 

result in a breakdown of trust and alienation, further deterring individuals from seeking help. By 

recognizing the importance of both therapy and faith, mental health providers can foster stronger, 

more empowering therapeutic relationships that align with the holistic needs of their clients, 

ultimately improving mental health outcomes. 

Furthermore, for therapy to be truly effective in these communities, mental health 

professionals must commit to ongoing cultural competency training and embrace models that 

reflect the spiritual and cultural dimensions of Black and Brown clients' lives. This includes 
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moving beyond Eurocentric therapeutic frameworks and incorporating culturally relevant 

approaches, such as the African-centered model proposed by Parham (2002), which addresses 

the unique spiritual needs of these populations. By blending therapeutic practices with spiritual 

care, mental health professionals can create an environment where clients feel understood, 

supported, and empowered. The integration of faith and therapy can thus provide a 

comprehensive path to healing, promoting well-being and resilience in Black and Brown 

communities. 
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