To all Black women.
This book is dedicated to you— the beautiful, the resilient,
the powerful, the nurturing, the bold. You are the
heartbeat of communities, the keepers of wisdom, and
the embodiment of grace. Your courage and brilliance
light the way for future generations. May you find the
hope, healing, and wholeness you deserve.
God is within you; you will not fail.


  
    Foreword

      QUANTRILLA ARD, PHD

    
      HELLO.

      I’m a Black Woman.

      I am a griever.

      I have Black Woman Grief.

      Grief knocks loudly at our doors, unexpectedly. It weaves its way into our lives unannounced. For Black women, however, grief is not a stranger. It is and has been a common part of our existence. I confess that it has been like a program running in the background of my life for so long that I can’t remember the very first time it appeared. Sometimes grief is like that.

      We often name our grief and share our grief stories by the largeness of the experience, yet dismiss the smaller, less noticeable ways that grief journeys alongside us. Black women know grief from the time we are conceived in our mothers’ wombs, and yet we persist. Many of us carry Black woman grief forward like an embedded chromosome in our DNA. Contrary to popular belief, what doesn’t kill us doesn’t make us stronger. Black women need resources and strategies that help us name our grief, sit with it, and carve out a path outlined with hope.

      Natasha Smith is a gift. Her words in this book are too. Living as a griever can feel lonely, and being called to give hope and encouragement and to inspire other grievers can feel scary. Sharing our stories bonds us not only in our collective grief but also specifically in our shared Black woman grief. Community is one of the greatest helps in grief. The desire to hide our grief in a world that makes us feel “othered” is normal—however, we are not meant to go on this journey alone. We need each other. What Natasha shares in the following pages is a life raft for Black women who may feel stuck in their grief.

      With that said, Black woman, let’s chat.

      This, sister, is your resource, a necessary guide to lean into when you have lived without the vocabulary for and context of your grief for so long. If like me, you find yourself haphazardly falling down the rabbit hole of the superwoman schema1—a mental health syndrome where Black or African American women feel that they must suppress their emotions, dependence, and vulnerability, and put caregiving ahead of their own self-care all while presenting a strong front—you are in the right place.

      When I think of the grief that I carry as I write this foreword, I think of the current communal grief Black women all over the world are navigating. One of those is the assassination of Sonya Massey, an American Black woman, at the hands of those employed by the system she reached out to for protection and safety. In this book, you will notice recurring themes of anticipatory and compounded grief. As the manuscript for this book was being developed, there were grievances Black women were carrying, and as Natasha so aptly describes in chapter five, “This event will already exist in the shadow of many others like it.” And just like that, by the time you read this foreword, unfortunately, Sonya Massey’s story will be a shadow. Black woman grief.

      I have a few questions for you to ponder as you prepare to read. When was the last time you gave yourself permission to hold your grief, Black woman? When was the last time you stopped to admit that pain was present? When did you last feel the power of community holding you up? Are you ready to face your Black woman grief with tools and encouragement to support a hope-filled life?

      Black woman, in these pages, you will see yourself at the intersection of your various identities grieving the loss of what was, what is, and what could have been. You will also find the strength and courage to believe that your grief does not preclude your joy.

      A brief note for those who are not Black women: this book is a love letter to Black women who grieve and a road map for those who know and love Black women who grieve. In these pages, you will see someone you care for. Educate yourself by exploring the phenomenon that is Black woman grief. Please do not ignore the draw to not only acknowledge grief through the lens of Black women but also to see our grief in all its harrowing glory. If you are asking yourself if “Black Woman Grief” is a thing, it is. If you are asking yourself, “Why does grief have to be described in this way? Grief has no color,” this book is for you also. Natasha craftily weaves together encouragement from everyday examples, biblical themes, and personal narratives from her own life to bring the reader into the world of Black woman grief—a world that is often overlooked, dismissed, and undervalued. You will be challenged to not look away and to hold space for Black woman grief and its generational impact.

      Black woman, I can’t wait for you to turn the page. You will be encouraged and helped in these chapters in a special way by someone who can relate to you and who is navigating her own Black woman grief. My hope for you as you read is that you will feel the very present hands of God holding you and comforting you in your Black woman grief.

    

  


Introduction
Momma! Momma!
GEORGE FLOYD


Dehumanized.
Targeted.
Hated.
Hunted.
Murdered.
Brutally shot and killed.
These words have dominated headlines about our Black brothers and sisters over the past several years.
But every Black woman in America took special notice when forty-six-year-old George Floyd called “Momma! Momma!” in his last moments of life.
He lay chest down, cheek against the pavement, as an officer held a knee against George’s neck for over nine minutes—even as Floyd continuously told him he couldn’t breathe. With two other cops restraining him and another preventing people from intervening, Floyd died in front of bystanders that day. It was all caught on video.
Floyd’s mother had been dead for two years when he called for her. It makes his death more painful. It turns our attention to how he remembered his mom, a Black woman, during a moment of deep distress. As he was taking his last breaths, he pointed us to the one who gave him life.
For Black women, it doesn’t have to be our child for us to feel like it’s our child. We often grow up in villages. Aunties and uncles are like moms and dads. Our cousins are like brothers and sisters. Our neighbors are like blood relatives. So when one hurts, we all hurt. Our history, our culture, and our story weave us together in such a way that we grieve in community.
My nieces and nephews grew up in the same household with me and my parents, who helped raise them. My nephew George calls me Big Sis. This is similar for many Black women who claim their nieces, nephews, and cousins as their own. My mom went a step further and loved all the children in the neighborhood. She would talk to them the way she talked to us, giving them unwanted advice and telling them about Jesus whether they wanted to hear it or not. In the same breath she would ask, “How’s your family doing? Do you know Jesus?” They knew my mom loved them, and she still does.
We Are Not Alone
We are all interconnected. And Black women are at the center of it all. We have the biggest hearts.
My sister Sharon was so exemplary of this. As a cafeteria manager and bus driver, she knew all the kids in her school. Walking around town with her, I often heard “Hey, Ms. Sharon” from kids passing by. She would grin the way she always did because those kids were a part of her. As a Black woman, it’s almost innate to love so big and wide with all we’ve got. Because maybe we feel that love is the biggest thing we have. We know love never fails.
Because of our village mentality as Black women, witnessing deaths due to unjust police brutality ignites grief among us. It feels as if we’re drowning while everyone else is watching or going about daily life unbothered by the horrific scene happening in front of them. It’s silenced grief, rarely seen by passersby. But from Black woman to Black woman, we know.
It leaves us with a rallying cry: “We can’t breathe.”
A story becomes a high-profile case, and then when it’s over, everything goes dark. Again. Grief settles in more deeply because the world continues to turn while our world is at a standstill—even though at any moment it could come unhinged. And what we wish could be normal conversations at home become conversations we must have with our kids and in our Black communities.
“Straighten your clothes.”
“Put on a belt.”
“Stand up straight.”
“Keep your hands out of your pockets.”
“Hold your head up.”
“Don’t wear that hood on your head.”
“Keep calm. Stay polite.”
We live in a world where having these conversations is necessary for us to live.
Black women most often experience grief in one of several ways: the early loss of a parent, the early loss of a spouse, the early loss of a sibling, and/or the death of a child.1 While these are personal losses, we also experience living losses such as racism or career limitations due to discrimination, poverty, identity, time, and opportunities.

You Are Not Alone
For context, Black and African American are used interchangeably in the text. The conversations within this book focus on the Black woman’s experience within the United States. Also, I use the terms grief, mourning, and bereavement in the following ways:
	Grief is a normal yet complex and innate human experience that stems from an undesirable event, affecting not only our mental and physical well-being but also our spirit and overall quality of life.2

	Mourning is an outward expression of that grief, including cultural and religious customs surrounding the death. It is also the process of adapting to life after loss.3

	Bereavement is a period of grief and mourning after a loss.4


My prayer is that this book will make space for the grief that comes with being a Black woman in America. I pray this book will provide you the opportunity to grieve, lament, and honor the losses and traumas you have experienced. I pray this book will bring hope and healing.
Dear Black woman, you are not alone in feeling alone. You are not alone in wondering about the what ifs. You are not alone in grieving alongside every Black woman who has lost her child due to racial violence and injustice. You are not alone in feeling as if no one cares, as if things in our country and our world will never change, as if all hope is lost.
We think we can’t overcome our worst moments, but Jesus is the One who overcame the world and gives us hope that we can overcome too—that one day all hatred will be overcome with love. And we don’t have to wait for heaven to experience the life God intended for us. God wants us to live well now, even in this grief-filled world.
So how does God tend to our hearts, and how does he hold us during these times of grief?
What does it mean to be kept by God and to hold our peace?
How can we overcome and redeem the moments that feel like another sad story on repeat?
How do we recognize and deal with this grief?
How do we heal and stir our faith in the hope of Christ?
How do we live well amidst the grief we encounter as Black women?
If you’ve desperately needed the answers to these questions, you’re in the right place. Keep reading, as this book will give you space to grieve and just breathe, dear Black woman.
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    Strong Black Woman

  
    
      Come to me, all you who are weary and

      burdened, and I will give you rest.

      MATTHEW 11:28

    

  

  
    “YOU’RE ONE OF THE STRONGEST PEOPLE I KNOW.”

    These words from my friend were like nails screeching on a chalkboard. Though the sentiment was endearing, I knew it to be untrue. Yet I get this often. In these moments, my heart stops for a minute and I think, You give me too much credit.

    Those words seem equivalent to “If I were you, I would’ve lost my mind.”

    But under varying circumstances, we truly don’t know what we’ll do until we do it. We have an innate ability to endure things we never thought we could. Sometimes simply surviving is a feat of its own. Remember Oprah Winfrey’s famed line in The Color Purple: “All my life I had to fight.”

    At times, that is what life feels like as a Black woman: a fight. Wrestling over how to make life better for ourselves and our loved ones without losing ourselves in the process. Battling for equality in the workplace and in our homes. Fighting for all these things while trying to not look like the angry Black woman. Malcolm X said, “The most disrespected person in America is the black woman. The most unprotected person in America is the black woman. The most neglected person in America is the black woman.”1

    We must fight stereotypes. Not all of us come from broken homes, and not all Black women are single parents. Yet, for those of us who are single parents, not all of us struggle in the ways some people think.

    As Black women, we fight against European beauty standards: our hair, our melanin, and our bodies. We are beautiful, yet when we’re compared to others, we’re told we aren’t enough.

    So we find ourselves constantly fighting.

    We fight for our relationships, for our well-being, for our loved ones, for our friendships, for our sanity, and simply for ourselves.

    We fight.

    Then we fight some more.

    And as Black women, we are tired.

    So when my friend told me, “You’re so strong,” I felt anything but strong. I was beyond tired.

    I’d just shared with her how the year so far had been excruciatingly hard as it related to grief. Bandages were ripped off old wounds and sealed places of my heart were opened, exposed to the elements for the sake of attempting to heal. All because healing begins when we name the thing that has hurt us. And even as I write this, more grief is to come later in the year—my late sister Sharon’s birthday will be on November 13, the anniversary of my sister Angie’s death will fall on November 22, followed by Thanksgiving days later, and then Christmas. It happens every year.

    There’s no escaping the grief, it seems.

    Yet, it’s the things we leave unsaid that we battle the most. For so many Black women, grief is the unspoken thing—the invisible pain.

    But as the saying goes, “Thank God we don’t look like what we’ve been through.” Can I get an amen?

    So yes, being strong is a beautiful thing, but it can also be isolating. What is it about appearing strong that makes us feel so empowered? We often hear things like, “Nothing fazes her,” “She never cries,” “She’s not afraid of anything,” “Life never gets her down.”

    I think about my mom and her losses: her miscarriage, and the losses of her dad, two adult children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, her husband, and several siblings. I think about how she’s dealt with them all. On the outside looking in, I admit I’ve said countless times, “She’s the strongest woman I know.”

    You’ve probably said this about your mom. And it’s probably been said about yourself and other Black women.

    Take a moment and pause.

    Now, name all the strong women you know.

    Chances are that those who come to mind—including Black matriarchs like Harriet Tubman and Rosa Parks—all experienced a hardship, a devastating loss, or some type of suffering. But we often fail to realize the strong Black woman badge is only earned through sacrifice. You may have seen the meme floating around on social media that says, “Check on your strong friend.”

    We might say, “Check on the strong Black woman.”

    
      Familial Expectations and Caregiving

      Research suggests that caregiving is a historical and cultural tradition of Black women.2 And it can easily seem as though Black women are disproportionately caregivers within their homes. There is insurmountable loss because Black women who are caregivers are deemed better at caring for everyone else than themselves. In my own family, the role of caregiver has been predominately taken by women.

      Over the years, my mom’s caregiving responsibilities have involved raising her children and grandchildren, tending to her husband’s health—including his chest problems, stroke, and diabetes—caring for her mother, providing both paid and voluntary caregiving services in the community, volunteering at church, and looking after kids in the neighborhood. My mom would be considered part of the “sandwich generation”: individuals who find themselves caring for their aging parents and their children and/or grandchildren.3

      At the age of eighty, my mom is still helping to care for her one-hundred-year-old mother, which is commendable. We all love that Grandma can live at home and be cared for by family. Yet, I know the deep challenge this has placed on my mom. There were times when she had to choose between supporting us, my dad, or my grandma. And with my mom’s impending health issues, continuing to be her mom’s caregiver is challenging.

      My mom lived with us for three months after being newly diagnosed with diabetes. It was challenging navigating the landscape of this new-to-us disease, understanding how it impacted our daily lives and the new limitations it imposed on my mom’s life. This experience reminded me of the times I cared for babies while in the throes of fresh grief; I faced the unknowns of navigating new terrain, balancing self-care and my responsibilities of caring for my children.

      We don’t need to have kids to be deemed part of the sandwich generation. As the youngest girl in the family, I was on babysitter duty for years, especially during the summers. During my tween and teen years, I babysat my nieces and nephews. It was expected of me. I loved it most times (until I felt I deserved to be paid for my labor). Still, babysitting them taught me a lot. And I have great relationships with my nieces and nephews that I may not have had otherwise.

      I thought I’d drown from caring for our youngest son, a bouncing baby boy. Since I had my kids later than my older sisters did, my parents were much older at the time. I felt a little salty because I didn’t receive the same support my parents gave my sisters—which made it seem as if all the caregiving fell on me. Granted, my dad passed away before really getting to know my youngest kids. And my mom was and is still caring for her mom.

      My younger cousin was the primary caregiver to her mom, my aunt, who was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. Though she has brothers, the caregiving weight was put on her shoulders.

      This isn’t to say that caring for our loved ones is a burden. However, it takes a toll on our ability to process grief and trauma. We often put self-care on the back burner because we don’t even have time to tie our shoes. We constantly do and do and do for others, neglecting ourselves until someone has to do for us.

      My grandma had eleven children, and only the women have been part of the caregiving rotation. I’m pretty sure it’s not because they’re the only ones capable. It’s still hard to see my mom in a demanding caregiving role at her age. This confirms to me that Black women remain primary caregivers throughout their lifetimes. How can we rest? How can we balance it all?

      Along with our grief, we often carry the losses and the experiences of our family who have gone before us and who are now with us. And this often shapes and informs expectations and coping mechanisms within the family.4 My mom and so many of us Black women carry so much.

      I’ve seen my mom cry at funerals, and I’ve heard her crying in the wee hours of the night while praying. I’ve done the same: tucked the grief away neatly to not make a scene in front of others—even my family. With the immensity of loss experienced, someone on the outside looking in would say, “You’re so strong.” But we carry these “strong Black woman” labels because no one sees what happens when the mask is lowered in the shower or on the bathroom floor, when we can’t see through the tears streaming down our faces. But I understand the importance of letting my kids see me cry. I need to let them know how important it is to process and express emotion. We don’t have to hide behind masks, because it’s not healthy.

      So I pray as you continue to read this book that you feel freedom in expressing your exhaustion, frustrations, hurt, and pain. To help your kids and those around you know it’s okay to not be okay.

      Now, let it sit for a moment. And just breathe.

      Because none of us is ever as strong as we appear to be.

    

    
    
      Defining Strong

      Being strong is a compliment, right? Strength is valued in our society and culture, particularly in the Black community. It’s seen as a badge of honor and respect.

      But what does it even mean to be strong?

      It can mean having the power to lift heavy weights or perform other physically demanding tasks. Or it’s being able to withstand great force or pressure. Merriam-Webster defines strong as “having or being marked by great physical power, having moral or intellectual power, and having great resources (such as wealth or talent).”5 Does that sound like you or someone you know? Or does it just sound like a stereotype of Black women?

      Research suggests the perception of the physically and psychologically strong Black woman dates to slavery and informs today’s perception of Black women as determined, self-controlled, independent individuals. They have a strong work ethic while caregiving and sacrificing their wants and needs to support their family and community.6 What characteristics come to mind when you think of a Black woman?

      I think of resilience. The reality of being strong comes at a cost. Most often, we are strong because we have no other choice. We appear strong because we keep our true feelings and emotions to ourselves so as not to appear weak or without faith. Research suggests there is a high correlation between anxiety and depression among Black women.7 Yet, the hardships we experience are chalked up to “Well, it’s just a part of life.” This perspective has been passed down through generations. My teen and young adult years were filled with sayings like, “Don’t depend on a man”—yet now it makes me think of times when I’m challenged to depend on Jesus. Maybe this thinking carries over into my spiritual life. And maybe yours as well.

    

    
    
      Learning to Lean on God’s Strength

      Growing up, my three sisters and I were encouraged to be self-sufficient and independent. There’s nothing wrong with holding your own. But for us, this translated into never asking for help, doing everything ourselves, and believing “if I want it done right, I have to do it myself.” It overwhelmed me and, if I’m honest, it continues to do so at times. Have you become overwhelmed by the weight of being strong?

      In Black religious culture, talking about our struggles openly is often seen as a sign of weakness, disbelief, or lack of faith. So we put up a front to appear strong. We throw around platitudes when asked “How are you doing?” We know the correct response is, “I’m blessed and highly favored.” All the while, we are broken deep down and don’t know how we’re going to recover. We’re stuck in “fake it until you make it” mode. This also keeps us hesitant to seek professional help and instead leads us to push our emotions to the side, to disregard how we feel, and to deal with it alone.

      To maintain the façade that we are strong, we may avoid things that keep us from grieving or outwardly expressing our grief. I avoided the collection of documents and pictures of my son I placed into adoptive care over twenty years ago. Spring of 2024, I pulled them down from the attic, gathering pictures and items for a grief art class series I participated in for birth moms. And just as I expected, fresh grief ensued. This is why we avoid things that trigger grief. What have you avoided for the sake of appearing strong?

      God’s take on being strong is different from ours and the world’s because God’s strength is made perfect in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9). We find our hope and strength in God. The apostle Paul

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
    
      Jesus’ Invitation to Carry Our Burdens

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
    
      The First Strong Woman
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