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Abstract 

In this article, attention is given to the key role that Pentecostal faith plays in the cultural 

identity reconstruction process of some Jamaican Canadian immigrant women. For many 

immigrant groups, religious faith represents an anchor of hope for coping with post-migration 

life stressors. Although, once emotionally caged in a new socio-cultural location in Canada, the 

women portrayed in this summary of my research demonstrate great fortitude and endurance in 

navigating a new cultural and socio-historical context. Their untold stories of resilience through 

religious faith led them to deeper critical awareness, scholarly accountability, and recognition of 

their truths. 

 Keywords:  Resilience, Jamaican Canadian immigrant women, Pentecostal faith, cultural identity 

 

“Strong women of faith, that’s who we are; Overcoming the brutality of slavery to find freedom 

in the revolution of our spiritual bravery.” (Dixon, 2015, p. 155) 

 

As a Jamaican Canadian woman who immigrated to Canada as an adolescent, my 

personal experience of racial and cultural discrimination damaged my sense of self, but my 

spiritual orientation provided me with the personal agency to reconstruct that self. My spiritual 

faith helped me to cope with issues of racial and cultural discrimination in an environment in 

which I was socially dislocated. I have come to recognize through my own lived experience as 

an immigrant that faith, as a coping tool for Jamaican Canadian immigrants, is not represented in 

the social science scholarship and research. Here, I argue that faith is a personal and experiential 

construct that encompasses elements of religious and spiritual practices given its subjective 

conceptualization. Within this experiential dimension, faith can be empowering for many 

individuals like myself with limited socio-economic resources at their disposal to cope with post-

migration challenges in a multicultural context. Thus, my passion was ignited as a doctoral 

student who felt caged with my own fragmented identity. My caged sense of self needed freedom 

to speak my truth. In so doing, I wanted to create a safe cultural space for other women to 

liberate their fragmented cultural identities – a broken sense of self – through their faith stories. 

This desire for liberation gave birth to a collective journey of cultural identity reconstruction1 

through faith within a Canadian multicultural context. 

                                                 
1 In this paper, I describe cultural identity reconstruction as the process by which an identity fragmented by post-
migration stressors (e.g., racism, prejudice, etc.) is reconstructed using various coping strategies like faith (Dixon, 
2019b). 

http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/cpi/index
sandra.dixon@uleth.ca


201 Dixon 

Cultural and Pedagogical Inquiry, Summer 2020, 12(1), pp. 200-215 

ISSN 1916-3460 © 2020 University of Alberta  

http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/cpi/index 

The Caribbean has one of the largest diasporic populations in the world, if one considers 

the number of people who migrate with the region’s total population. Data collected by the United 

Nations for over a decade indicate that there is an estimated 6.7 million people from the Caribbean 

living outside the region (Jones et al., 2014). There are approximately 5.3 million migrants from 

the Caribbean living in the United States (US), 756,000 migrants living in Europe, and 472,000 

reside in Canada (Jones et al., 2014). By 2016, there are 749,155 immigrants of Caribbean origins 

living in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017). In comparison, the current population of the Caribbean 

based on the latest United Nations estimates is 43,504,941 (Worldometer, n.d.). 

In a larger demographic context, during the past ten to twenty years, the historical pattern 

of immigration to Canada has shifted considerably from traditional sources in Europe to non-

traditional sources in Asia countries (including the Middle East). At present, the largest numbers 

of immigrants come from countries in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and Central and South 

America (Statistics Canada, 2018a). Since 2011, the three largest non-dominant2 immigrant 

groups in Canada are as follows: South Asian, Chinese and Blacks who account for 66.3% of the 

non-dominant population (Statistics Canada, 2018a). According to Statistics Canada (2019), the 

Black3 population has doubled in size, increasing from 573,860 persons in 1996 to 1,198,540 

persons in 2016. Therefore, race overrides key socio-economic status, gender, and religious 

differences (Owen et al., 2014). This article concentrates on the Canadian post-migration 

experiences of several Jamaican Canadian immigrant women (JCIW) who live in Alberta. It 

presents a series of snapshots concerning the relevant theoretical frameworks from the published 

literature and discusses the women’s lived experiences as they navigate their post-migration 

journey while clinging to their faith for resilience and strength. In this study, resilience describes 

an interplay of risk and protective processes over time, involving individual, family, and larger 

socio-cultural influences (Walsh, 2003). As the primary researcher in this study, I join my voice 

with those of the other Jamaican Canadian immigrant women (JCIW) as we share our collective 

lived experiences of the post-migration process. 

Due to severe constraints placed on the article’s length, this discussion focuses on a few 

key areas of the research which complement Maya Angelou’s themes of caged and free birds. 

Hopefully, the summary in this article neither undervalues nor devalues the extensive and detailed 

contributions and narratives of the co-researchers4 in the larger study. The paper engenders a 

discussion (implicitly and explicitly) that reveals the ways in which racialized minorities may be 

put into cages by the assumptions, cultural identity models and analyses of research conducted by 

members of the dominant group in the North American context. The emerging findings of the 

study in question emphasized the spiritual resiliency of the co-researchers through their active 

participation with their Pentecostal faith. A discussion unfolds about the role of oppression in the 

                                                 
2 The term non-dominant refers to “those groups who are commonly marginalized in society by virtue of their 
differences from the dominant Anglo-Saxon, male, heterosexual culture” (Arthur & Collins, 2010, p. 16).  
3 In this discussion, the term Black refers to a socio-political construct that includes English-speaking people of 
African and Caribbean descent (Moodley et al., 2000). These identifiers are used interchangeably within this article. 
4 In heuristic inquiry, the methodology used in this study, participants are referred to as co-researchers because 
shared meanings of narratives are co-constructed between the primary researcher and co-researchers, based on 
their similar experiences (Moustakas, 1990; Sela-Smith, 2002). Also, the unique and subjective nature of this 
qualitative approach allows for the integration of the researcher’s voice and the use of the first person (Hiles, 
2008). See Dixon (2015) for a detailed overview of the study’s methodology and procedures namely, co-
researcher’s recruitment, research process, data analysis and data coding.  
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lives of JCIW. The paper concludes with further reflections about the untold stories of JCIW and 

their resilience through faith.  

In this article, I share my journey of healing through my dissertation. I begin with a 

methodology section, where I provide an overview of hermeneutics, the approach I adopted for 

my dissertation, and heuristic inquiry, applicable to my healing journey and this article, to 

elucidate the significance of both methodologies in my research, as there are significant overlaps 

and one research approach (hermeneutics in the dissertation) triggered the other (heuristic 

inquiry). I then share themes of personal learning, followed by a creative synthesis of my story 

through the co-researchers’ narratives. I conclude with the significance of research based on 

personal life experiences. Participants are an integral part of knowledge production, both in 

hermeneutics (Cohen et al., 2000) and heuristic (Moustakas, 1990) methodologies, and hence 

they are referred to as co-researchers. 

 

Context and Justification for the Research 

As earlier mentioned, I was motivated to undertake this study due to my socio-cultural 

positioning as a Jamaican Canadian woman with affiliation to the Pentecostal faith. As members 

of a non-dominant group, many Jamaican Canadian immigrant women like me, struggle initially, 

to fit into the new Canadian culture. Accordingly, we have difficulty gaining acceptance by other 

Canadians with whom we associate with daily. In the discourse of multiculturalism, for example, 

it is important to understand the experiences of JCIW who may turn to their spirituality and 

religion to play key roles in reconstructing their new cultural identities in this country. 

Accordingly, for mental health providers,5 to develop an understanding of the JCIW would be 

critical in order to facilitate help-seeking behaviour changes for this group (Dixon, 2019a). Yet, 

based on my thorough review of the social science literature (e.g., Canadian Woman Studies, 

Canadian Psychology Journal, Journal of Social Science, Journal of Multicultural Counselling 

and Development and Journal of Counselling & Development), the roles that religious faith and 

spirituality play in helping Black Caribbeans adapt to a new Canadian culture has received scant 

attention. Evidently, Black women are considered to be more religious and spiritual than their 

male counterparts (Statistics Canada, 2013; Taylor et al., 2010).  

Therefore, my study was conducted with Jamaican Canadian immigrant women (JCIW) 

to shed light of this much-needed topic. I randomly selected women from Pentecostal churches 

in Calgary with the intent to portray diversity in age (ranged from 27 to 53 years old), education 

(high school to tertiary), length of time in Canada (timeframe ranged from 1-20 years), and 

church membership duration (timeframe ranged from 1-36 years). The total number of co-

researchers I interviewed was determined by the saturation of themes. The research study 

explored the co-researchers’ lived experiences in the Canadian context and how Pentecostal faith 

played an instrumental role in the post-migration process. Further, the navigation and 

reconstruction of cultural identity amid post-migration stressors (e.g., systemic racism, 

discrimination, marginalization, and underemployment) are examined (DePass, 2012b; Dixon, 

2019b). These stressors inadvertently give rise to mental health concerns such as stress, 

depression, and suicidal thoughts (McKenzie et al., 2011; Dixon, 2019a). This discussion on 

                                                 
5 In this context, mental health providers include professionals in the social science sector who provide support to 
immigrants like counsellors, social workers, psychologists, and practitioners. 
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JCIW of the Pentecostal faith and how they navigated the post-migration process unfolds using a 

social constructionist theoretical lens. 

 

Positioning the Study in a Social Constructionist Theoretical Framework 

This study adopted a social constructionist (SC) theoretical framework (Shotter, 1993). 

Social constructionists focus on how people use language (Burr, 2003) in cultural practices to 

accomplish social purposes (Edwards & Potter, 1992). Adopting a SC lens, all knowledge is 

created within specific cultures and is influenced by particular social conditions within various 

historical time periods. As importantly, the creation of knowledge is located in daily interactions 

between individuals (Burr, 2003). What is even more relevant to this study is: that knowledge is 

seen as embedded in social practices, and therefore, to know is to know from within (Shotter, 

1993). In terms of spiritual and religious practices, this sense of knowing applies to patterns of 

interpersonal communications and interactions. When applied to the Pentecostal faith, it means 

the openness and willingness to participate, perform, identify, and respond to such specific group 

practices like speaking in tongues and worshiping without judgement (Dixon & Arthur, 2014, 

2019). Furthermore, exploring the cultural dynamics of some JCIW who belong to the 

Pentecostal faith, will aid in developing our social science knowledge-base of their individual, 

cultural and religious worldviews. Such knowledge demands a better understanding that can 

likely be achieved by evaluating and critiquing cultural identity models, developed from 

Eurocentric worldview that tend to ignore the experiences of non-dominant groups. Cross’s 

model (Cross, 1971, 1978) is the marked exception. As such, I will address it below given its 

cross-cultural applicability to the experience of JCIW. 

 

Overview of Cultural Identity Models 

Over the years, the development of cultural identity has become an area of much critique 

in the social sciences. The critique is due to the tendency for theorists to offer broad 

generalizations of models that primarily focus on racial identity to the exclusion of cultural 

identity frameworks. In this article, the concepts of cultural and racial identity are defined to 

foster a better understanding of their key premises in relation to people of African descent. Hall 

(1992), for example, depicted cultural identity as a multi-factorial, social construct that 

characterizes “those aspects of their identities which arise from their ‘belonging’ to distinctive 

ethic, racial, linguistic, religious, and above all, national cultures” (Hall 1992, p. 273). Hall’s 

work is important because it captures a realistic representation of the lived experiences of some 

JCIW. Specifically, the women who encounter social and geographical dislocations post-

migration. Such dislocations significantly interfered with their abilities to cope with stressors in 

Canada (Dixon, 2015; James & Davis, 2012). On the other hand, racial identity embodies a 

social characterization of individuals based on identified or perceived physical or behavioural 

features (e.g., skin colour) (James, 2010). 

 In the social science literature, racial classification has been used as an othering tactic by 

the dominant White population to label non-dominant groups. Othering practices are based on 

social divisions associated with European colonization that resulted in intergenerational 

psychological trauma and oppression (Othering 101 Psychology, 2011). Through the 

marginalization of othering tactics, people of African descent including JCIW, have become 
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classified as the “minority.” Othering practices are stereotypic and systemic ways to maintain the 

status quo and encourage separation between ethno-cultural and racialized groups of people 

(Arthur & Collins, 2010; Este et al., 2018). Racial labelling perpetuates cultural generalizations 

that tend to over-value the experiences of the dominant White culture and de-value the multi-

layered racial dynamics of non-dominant cultures like the JCIW in my study (Brown, 2017; 

Dixon 2019b; James & Davis, 2012). For example, in the mainstream society, generally White 

women are categorized as polite, well-articulate, and innocent. In contrast, Black women are 

often labelled as aggressive, hostile and angry (Tulshyan, 2015).  

The dearth of research conducted in the areas of racial and cultural identities is 

problematic for non-dominant populations because they are frequently excluded from the 

dominant discourse of racial inclusivity (Dixon, 2015). Further, most of the work on cultural 

identity has placed great emphasis on whiteness, which tends to be viewed as a homogeneous 

category, namely, that there is “an illusionary single white racial identity” (Moodley, 2007, p. 

14). This view of whiteness portrays a skewed image of cultural identity and undermines the 

reality that the development of one’s cultural identity signifies a universal process that all 

individuals become involved with at the unconscious level (Arthur & Collins, 2010). However, 

in recent years, the multicultural movement has given rise to consciousness-raising in racial and 

cultural identity models that acknowledge non-dominant populations in North American 

contexts, specifically the US. The racial orientation of these models attempts to acknowledge the 

experience of diverse ethnic groups, such as Black Americans (Cross, 1971); Latino/Hispanic 

Americans (Casas & Pytluk, 1995) and Asian Americans (Sue & Sue, 1971).  

Given the significance of cultivating a strong identity among Blacks, emphasis is given to 

Cross’s (1971) Model, also referred to as the Nigrescence Model. This model sheds light on the 

stages of development of a Black cultural identity. A leading African-American theorist and 

scholar in the field of ethnic identity development, William E. Cross Jr., is credited for being one 

of the first researchers to draw attention to the earliest model of Minority Identity Development 

(MID) in the psychology literature (Cross, 1971, 1978). This model offers a theoretical 

conceptualization of Black identity development. The characteristics range from identifying 

lower to higher levels of racial awareness, with an emphasis on the impact of race on one’s life 

(Cross, 1971). Cross’s theory ignited the emergence of multiple racial and ethnic identity 

development theories and research, and continues to serve as a basis for models of MID 

(Richardson et al., 2010; Sullivan & Esmail, 2012).  

Initially, Cross (1971) developed a five-stage model which was later revised to a four-

stage model with seven identities. The four stages are: (a) pre-encounter, (b) encounter, (c) 

immersion-emersion, and (d) internalization-commitment. Brief descriptions of the stages are 

provided below. 

Pre-encounter. This stage describes two identities: assimilation and anti-black. 

Individuals operating from an assimilation identity tend to be “pro-American” and claim to be 

colour blind in their racial views. This means they have low salience concerning racial issues. In 

contrast, the anti-black identity describes individuals whose miseducation, disinformation, 

ignorance, and due to structural and systemic socio-economic factors, all inform their negative 

depictions of the Black community. Unfortunately, individuals at this stage exercise self-hatred 

towards their reference group. They seek approval from Whites by trying to overcome their 

http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/cpi/index


205 Dixon 

Cultural and Pedagogical Inquiry, Summer 2020, 12(1), pp. 200-215 

ISSN 1916-3460 © 2020 University of Alberta  

http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/cpi/index 

internalized societal stigma of being Black. One might argue that these individuals might be 

stereotyped as the “Uncle Toms and Aunt Jemimas” within the US popular culture. 

Encounter. Individuals at this stage may have experienced and personalized a significant 

racio-cultural event (e.g., the racism that Angelou’s caged bird experiences in the poem). The 

impact of such an event destroys the pre-encounter identity and changes their worldview on 

racial issues in radical ways (Cross et al., 1991).  

Immersion-Emersion. Cognitive dissonance occurs at this stage, where individuals 

experience mental conflicts in trying to adopt a new worldview while obliterating their old 

identity. Two identities emerge at this stage: (i) intense black involvement and (ii) being anti-

white. Intense black involvement embraces Black cultural norms, while people with an anti-white 

identity denigrate White people and White culture.  

Internalization. This stage consists of three distinctive identities: (i) Black nationalist, 

(ii) bi-culturalist, and (iii) multi-culturalist. Individuals with the Black nationalist identity focus 

on Black community empowerment. The biculturalist identity characterizes two key elements, 

namely self-acceptance and pluralist perspectives that consist of other dimensions, like gender 

and sexual orientation. Lastly, the multi-culturalist identity focuses on multiple identities.  

 Cross’s (1971, 1978) model offers a useful lens through which to see the racio-cultural 

identity development of Black people within a broader social context. However, despite its 

useful theoretical tenets about Black identity, this model has been criticized for its linear stages 

of progression that does not provide opportunities for flexibility in one’s identity development 

within the reconstruction process (Branch & Young, 2006). In this article, reconstruction is 

understood as an ongoing developmental process of cultural identity where an immigrant 

redevelops and renegotiates a new identity based on their spatial and temporal locations (Hall, 

1996, 1997). Cross’s (1971, 1978) model, however, appears to place less focus on the 

reconstruction of the salient spiritual and religious aspects of Black people’s cultural identities 

that signify sources of strength and resilience (Dixon, 2015).  

Despite its limitations, Cross’s (1978) model has broader multicultural applications for 

understanding how individuals’ function in community, family and socio-cultural settings 

(Moodley, 2007; Sue et al., 1996). This model provides insight into racial socialization and 

Black identity development. It is adaptable to the cultural identity reconstruction of JCIW whose 

identity becomes fragmented as a result of post-migration societal stressors, which impact their 

social determinants of health (Raphael, 2016). According to the Government of Canada (2018), 

social determinants of health denotes a specific group of socio-economic issues within the 

broader determinants of health; these issues apply to one’s place in society, such as income, 

education or employment. Also, experiences of discrimination, racism, historical trauma from 

the intergenerational and psychological impact of slavery are also important social determinants 

of health for certain groups, such as JCIW (Understanding Slavery Initiative, 2011). The women 

in this study, in question, found resiliency through their spiritual faith as they continued to 

wrestle with finding a sense of belonging in Canada, no longer as caged birds but free birds with 

hopes of better days.  
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Spiritual Resiliency and Pentecostal Faith 

Across the diasporas, spirituality is often viewed as a universal concept that holds 

subjective meaning for diverse individuals and cultural groups (Yusuf, 2010). In this discussion, 

spirituality refers to a more personal and dynamic experience of the sacred (Moodley & Barnes, 

2015). Within the Canadian context, it has been reported that approximately 22.1 million people, 

two-thirds of Canada’s population, are affiliated with a Christian religion (Statistics Canada, 

2013). In Canada, most Black Caribbean immigrants (79%) identify with the Christian faith 

(Statistics Canada, 2007b). The top ancestral origins among Blacks in Canada are Caribbean and 

African such as Jamaicans (22.8%), Haitians (13.9%), Somalians (4.4%) and Trinidadians/ 

Tobagonians (3.7%) (Statistics Canada, 2007a). Many Jamaicans living in Canada report that 

they belong to a Christian religious denomination. According to Statistics Canada (2007a, 

2007b), approximately over half (52%) of all Jamaicans in Canada reported that they belonged to 

a mainline Protestant denomination, while 18% said they were Catholic and a further 12% said 

they belonged to another Christian grouping. 

 For many JCIW, post-migration stressors are major contributors to their personal 

experiences of social marginalization. These experiences can result in racial and cultural 

discrimination, which are likely to have fragmented their collective sense of self (Dixon, 2016). 

Despite this fragmentation, the spiritual fervor that JCIW gain from their Pentecostal faith serves 

as a mobilizing force that pushes them toward the unknown wherein lies their “graves of 

dreams” (Angelou, 1979, 5th stanza). 

Here I draw attention to the Pentecostal movement, which is said to have originated in the 

US in the 1900s (Schwarz, 2005; Wilkinson & Althouse, 2010). With a growing number of over 

524 million believers (i.e., 25% of the Christians worldwide), it has become a propelling force in 

Christianity in the last hundred years (Cox, 2009; Schwarz, 2005). The term believer is often 

used in the Pentecostal denomination to refer to adherents of the faith (Bruner, 1977). 

Pentecostals are called such because the first sign of the Spirit was evident on the Day of 

Pentecost after Jesus’s death in the Christian faith tradition (see Acts 2:1-4, New King James 

Version [NKJV]). Arguably, a key reason for the ongoing explosion of the Pentecostal 

movement is that for many, it offers them a more experiential faith experience like speaking in 

tongues and charismatic worship (Schwarz, 2005). Speaking in tongues (aka prayer language or 

glossolalia), in this discussion, is understood as an “ecstatic worship or prayer using 

unintelligible speech that is considered a gift of the Holy Spirit” (Pew Research Centre, 2006, 

para. 13). In addition to glossolalia, charismatic worship is a common practice within the 

Pentecostal faith tradition (Dixon & Arthur, 2014). To illustrate, many Black Pentecostal 

churches have developed a distinct charismatic style of praise and worship through singing that 

preserved many elements of African-style rituals (Reed, 2012). Further, in modern Caribbean 

cultures, drumming and certain types of rhythms are still vital to the worship practices of JCIW 

who practice Pentecostal faith (Toulis, 1997). I would posit that these forms of charismatic 

practices (i.e., charismatic dancing, worship songs, etc.) provided a sense of freedom to the co-

researchers whose faith uplifted them from being caged birds to singing spiritual songs, which 

gave them a sense of cultural freedom in the Canadian space. This sense of freedom was 

displayed in the key sub-themes outlined in the research findings that are expanded on below. 
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Relevant Research Findings 

In the study, 14 sub-themes6 were generated. However, for the purpose of this paper, 

three sub-themes will be focused on as they strongly reflect the underlying messages of captivity 

in social norms, feelings of sorrow, racial discrimination, social construction of identity, hope, 

strength, and survival echoed in Maya Angelou’s (1979) iconic poem: I know why the caged bird 

sings. These sub-themes include: (i) the conversion process, (ii) joining and contributing to a 

built-in community, and (iii) the importance of story-sharing. Through the heart-felt stories 

outlined in these sub-themes, in conjunction with my own lived experiences, the co-researchers 

explained how they showed resiliency through their Pentecostal faith to navigate their post-

migration challenges. What follows are the sub-themes that are written with the integration of 

my own self-reflections. 

Conversion 

A key sub-theme that emerged from the results was the conversion process to the 

Pentecostal faith. Conversion, in this space, represents a personal decision that is based on one’s 

own spiritual conviction and not persuasion. That said, the conversion experiences had similar 

threads. All the co-researchers involved in the study also indicated that they were believers prior 

to relocating to Canada. A critical aspect of their conversion stories was that they embraced a 

more conservative lifestyle which was encouraged in their church communities. It is important to 

note that for all the participants’ conversion occurred pre-migration. It played an integral role in 

how they reconstructed their cultural identity post-migration. All the participants related stories 

about their conversions into the Pentecostal faith, which aligned with their lifestyle changes. One 

of the scriptures in the Bible that guided the JCIW’s spiritual transformation was Romans 12:2 

(NKJV). It states: “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing 

[emphasis added] of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect 

will of God.” Two extracts from the co-researchers’ narratives, highlighted their conversion 

experiences: 

Faye (29 years old) explained: After the age of 14, you know my grandmother suddenly 

said I have to give my life to God, you know she explained everything to me. The reason 

why I should surrender was because I’m responsible for my own sins [emphasis added] 

and if anything happened to me I have to give an account for my life [emphasis added], 

and that’s where my conversion started from. I got baptized when I was 16 years old 

(Dixon, 2015, p. 102). 

Andrea (53 years old) discussed her experience: My father was Baptist and my mother 

was a Pentecostal… at age 16, I just made a personal decision [emphasis added]. I was 

born into a Christian family, but I developed a deeper relationship in the Pentecostal 

faith. I wanted to have a more personal relationship [emphasis added] with God and I 

choose to do that in the Pentecostal faith. I wanted to have my own experience with God 

(Dixon, 2015, p. 102). 

                                                 
6 Please refer to my dissertation (Dixon, 2015) for a comprehensive discussion of the research methodology, 
analysis of findings, and generated results. 
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 The two co-researchers stated, that conversion signified a personal experience for them as 

they deepened their spiritual knowledge. According to them, their faith offered them a new 

perspective as immigrants to make meaning of their settings as they acculturated into a new 

socio-cultural context (Berry, 2005). In this discussion, acculturation describes “the process of 

internalizing the values, beliefs, and traditions of the larger society” (Sue & Sue, 2016, p. 766). 

The acculturation experiences of the JCIW were evident in their interviews. They transitioned 

across history, time, and space through the resiliency of their faith (DePass, 2012a; Hall, 1996, 

1997). Post-migration, the JCIW expressed that due to acculturation pressures they reconstructed 

their cultural identities to adapt a more liberal way of thinking, both inside and outside of the 

church community. For instance, one of the co-researchers talked about the need to reconstruct 

her pre-migration cultural identity, in terms of her dress code, as a way to fit in at school and at 

church. She said she started to wear pants, accessories and make-up which were forbidden in her 

Jamaican Pentecostal church. Changing her dress code helped her to assimilate within the 

Canadian culture and gave her a sense of belonging as she navigated social norms (Dixon, 2015). 

I suggest that with the sense of belonging, it is likely that the co-researcher became a free bird.  

Having a Built-in Community  

Having a Built-in Community was another important sub-theme that arose from the 

stories of the JCIW. It helped them cope with post-migration stressors such as systemic racism, 

stereotypes, discrimination, educational setbacks, financial challenges, and micro-aggressions. 

This sub-theme describes the significance of the Black church and its role in the lives of the co-

researchers. For many of the JCIW, the church represents a sense of hope and joy. Indeed, a 

feeling of coming home. The church provides visionary, inspirational and positive contributions 

toward their moral and spiritual development (Dixon, 2015). The church’s structure creates a 

space for a built-in community where women feel safe and have the freedom to play an active 

role in such church ministry activities like praise and worship, prayer groups, singing on the 

choir, and so forth (Toulis, 1997). Some of the narratives that the co-researchers shared, indicate 

their ongoing spirit of survival in Canada. The women drew their communal strength from the 

scripture, specifically Hebrews 10:25 (NKJV), which essentially states that believers should not 

forsake the assembly of the brethren but should exhort one another. The women shared similar 

experiences that church attendance in Canada played a pivotal part in their changing cultural 

identity because of positive social interactions with other members. For the JCIW, the spiritual 

anchoring of the church “provided them with a spiritual home away from home” (Dixon, 2015, 

p. 104).  

Rosemarie (48 years old) said, for example: “… going to church has provided me with 

the spiritual support that I needed to cope with life in another culture after leaving 

Jamaica” (Dixon, 2015, p. 104). In Carol’s (50+ years old) words: “. . . when we go to 

the place of gathering, church, we are engaged in it” (Dixon, 2015, p. 104).  

Andrea (53 years old) stated that without the support of the church community she 

would not have acculturated so well to her Canadian environment (Dixon, 2015). 

 The stories of the JCIW reinforce the fact that the built-in community that the church 

creates within the dominant Canadian culture, fosters wellness, newness and upliftment. The 

church continues to be a beacon of hope for many women in the Jamaican Canadian community 

as well as in the diaspora (Toulis, 1997). For example, the church leaders, a growing number of 
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whom are women, have begun to recognize their socio-political and spiritual influences in the 

church and larger community. They provide constructive interventions through leadership 

conferences, crusades, praise and worship, prayer meetings, workshops, coaching sessions, 

counselling, motivational speaking, and teachings, in order to improve the quality of life for all 

people, irrespective of gender and race (Boudewijnse, 1998; Shirer, 2011). I suggest that being 

part of a built-in community and the opportunities for active participation and leadership is 

another important way in which these co-researchers who might be perceived as former caged 

birds, based on their post-migration struggles, can become free birds. 

Story-Sharing 

Based on the research finding, Story-sharing is the final sub-theme to be addressed in this 

paper that captures aspects of Maya Angelou’s poem (1979). Great emphasis is placed on 

sharing co-researchers’ stories about their post-migration lived experiences. Storytelling in 

African and Caribbean cultures is a unique practice that helps to preserve the community’s 

history and traditions (Caribya, n.d). Such a traditional practice offers guidelines for living and 

explains how to overcome oppression and discrimination. For centuries, the artistic nature of 

storytelling has played a crucial role in fostering the resiliency of many African enslaved people 

in the Caribbean and has continued throughout the generations (Corsbie, 1991; Creighton, 2009). 

Sharing and listening to stories has given the art of storytelling unfathomable power in the 

African and Caribbean culture as people tell stories to construct their own identities (Corsbie, 

1991; Creighton, 2009). Thus, the co-researchers emphasized that storytelling offered spiritual 

connections that fostered their resiliency to life stressors like racism, marginalization, 

discrimination and stereotypes in Canada (Dixon, 2015). Specifically Galatians 6:2 (NKJV), 

which indicates that they should bear each other’s burdens, resonated with them.  

The creative art of storytelling can be normalizing. As such, sharing and testifying offers 

the women a sense of connection and empathy for each other’s lived experiences in coping and 

surviving post-migration challenges. For example, Kay expressed that “story-sharing provides 

encouragement for other believers” in the form of testimonies (Dixon, 2015, p. 106). As 

believers filled with passion and hope for a better tomorrow in the Canadian sphere, the JCIW 

were able to push themselves beyond their testimonial circles and engage their larger 

communities through story-sharing. Likewise, Princess Warrior indicated that sharing her faith 

with others was a great opportunity for her to form meaningful relationships in Canada (Dixon, 

2015, 2016). The women’s lived experiences attest to their faith, openness, and willingness to 

share their vulnerability, their abilities to shape each other’s realities, and to establish trust within 

the dominant Canadian culture that is systemically saturated with stressors such as racism, 

discrimination, and gender stereotypes (DePass, 2012a; Dixon, 2019a; Taylor & Richards, 2019). 

Once again, by sharing their stories and voicing their experiences, the women sang as free birds. 

This sense of freedom reduced the co-researchers’ fears and gave them the agency to be heard in 

a meaningful and purposeful way. Hence, the need for this exploratory research that challenges 

the status quo of mainstream society that tends to downplay the saliency of faith as a protective 

coping tool for immigrant groups like JCIW.  

Despite the scarcity of research of this nature in Canada, the thought-provoking 

discussions generated from this study around conversion, a built-in community and story-sharing 

should not be ignored, considering the need for such multicultural dialogues on faith in academic 

arenas like the social sciences. The lack of representation of these spiritually infused stories in 
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various mainstream spaces adds credence to the argument that Black communities are still 

silenced and oppressed like caged birds. In the subsequent discussion, I address this state of 

oppression for Black immigrant women such as JCIW of faith in my study. 

 

Discussion 

For this section, I revisit the Cross’s (1971) cultural identity model that was summarized 

earlier, in the literature review. I will draw parallels between key stages of the model and the 

above findings for a richer discussion. In reviewing Cross’s model, I would argue that the 

Internalization stage and key identities affiliated with this stage hold much value for the cultural 

identity experiences of JCIW. For instance, the JCIW were able to embrace a Black nationalist 

identity by relying strongly on their faith for empowerment; to be able to take a stand and be 

heard with and outside of the church community. Further, by adapting a biculturalist identity 

mentality, the JCIW learned through the application of their faith practices to accept themselves 

and their pluralist perspectives of culture that include other salient dimensions, like gender and 

race. More so, the co-researchers arguably grew more comfortable with intersectionality of their 

multi-culturalist identity that speaks to their lived experiences as JCIW of the Pentecostal faith. 

In this view, I emphasize the argument that the changes experienced by the co-researchers are 

not linear, or lock step. Rather, the same individuals can move along and demonstrate different 

characteristics of their identities at different times. For example, experiencing racism may make 

one anti-white. But having positive experiences in the church can balance the negative 

experiences and encourage acceptance and love of the other/white people.  

Reflecting on the lived experiences of JCIW, a key point of discussion are issues of 

oppression in the form of racism and discrimination. Within the context of the central sub-

themes explored above the JCIW, in this study, reported experiences of systemic racism and 

discrimination, particularly in their places of employment and educational institutions (Dixon, 

2015). For example, the women stated that their academic achievements were devalued in the 

Canadian workplace. Such devaluation has significantly impacted their ability to find gainful 

employment (Alberta Network of Immigrant Women, 2000, 2006; Government of Alberta, 2010, 

2015). Their experiences contradict research evaluating data from Statistics Canada’s 

Longitudinal Immigration Database (IMDB) that showed that immigrants report higher rates of 

University degrees (49.7%) than their Canadian-born counterparts (31%) (Statistics Canada, 

2018b).  

Another staggering fact to consider in this discussion, is that compared to the Canadian- 

born population who had an employment rate of 84.0% in 2017, employment rates for Canadian 

immigrants were 78.9% (Statistics Canada, 2018b). Given their stories, the domains of 

oppression are multifaceted in terms of how it negatively impacts the multiple identities of the 

co-researchers. This impact could either keep them caged in self-hate or liberated in self-love. 

However, in these oppressive circumstances of employment income disparities and other 

systemic obstacles (Picot & Lu, 2017), their faith has given them hope, resiliency and the spirit 

to face life. The JCIW turn to their religious practices, like prayers and sharing their stories, in 

order to help them find meaning and purpose in their life struggles (Dixon, 2018a).  
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Conclusion 

The absence of inclusive discourse that speaks to the everyday lived experiences of faith 

amongst Caribbean immigrants like the JCIW warrants greater attention in the social science 

literature. The paucity of research on this population both within and outside of the Canadian 

context is an area of concern. This matter calls for scholars across the diasporas to conduct 

research that focuses on faith and its link to the oppressed intersectional identities of JCIW. 

Other investigations are also needed to look into the psycho-social well-being of this group, and 

how faith, working in tandem with their cultural identities, can help to generate a liberated sense 

of self as free birds with faith-based practices to cope with oppressive socio-economic forces. It 

is also important for social science scholars to work collaboratively to bring attention to the 

silent voices of JCIW. This would be a move in the right direction of freedom. 
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