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Every Sunday, 
the Saints sang 
Amazing Grace.
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I didn’t attend church every Sunday growing 
up. But when I did, I went to church with 
my grandmother. When I turned 14, I got 
baptized and formally join her church, which 
became our church; First Refuge Progressive 
Baptist Church. It was there, where my 
parents got married.
It was there, where I learned how to speak in 
public. It was there, where I first flirted with 
girls in the back classrooms where Sunday 
school was taught.  
I have a lot of memories of church as a kid, 
but the one thing I can never forget is that 
every Sunday, the congregational hymn was 
Amazing Grace.
I know they sang it every Sunday because 
my grandmother told me, though she 
never explained why. Maybe they sang it 
in thanksgiving for purchasing the church 
building; a Jewish synagogue that was a 
casualty of white flight. Maybe the song 
resonated because the song was written by a 
man after his Damascus Road moment, when 
it seems that the Lord met him in the midst of 
a storm on a slave ship. 
For whatever reason, the elders never saw fit 
to change up. Every week, the Saints of God 
sang Amazing Grace as their congregational 
hymn of choice, or of habit, and I’d stand their 
next to my grandmother as she sang it. She 
sang it hard every time and it seemed that the 
older she got, the harder she sang it. 
I can say the same for most, if not all, of those 
elders. 
Verdell was a gospel choir singer. She sang 
when she was an Ames, she sang when she 
married a Noel, and she sang well after she 
became my Grandmom Sissy.  
She sang in the church her entire life. 
I remember asking her once why she didn’t 
sing professionally. She told me that she 

actually had an opportunity to transition 
from gospel to secular music like Aretha 
Franklin did, but that it wasn’t her path. She 
never doubted that should could have had a 
professional singing career. She told me that 
she would lean on her gospel roots, just like 
Ms. Franklin did. 
Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t mean to 
stack my grandmother’s voice against Aretha 
Franklin’s. But like Aretha Franklin, my 
grandmom sang with power and conviction; 
the kind you can only find in the Black 
Church.
She sang with so much power and conviction 
that one could expect a visit from the Holy 
Ghost whenever she had a solo while on the 
senior choir. It seemed like the entire choir 
got a visit from the Holy Ghost whenever 
Grandmom sang. Janice King, Gladys Cooper, 
Marian & James Byrd, Joanne Hardy, Zynobia 
Ashley, Ruth Ware… They all caught it. 
Verdell’s voice was full of the faith that the 
dark past taught her; full of the hope that her 
present bought her.
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The same was true for Aretha Franklin.
When Aretha Franklin died, the world 
reflected on all the great music she left behind. 
The tributes came pouring in and the stories 
from her contemporaries made everyone 
smile and laugh. I smiled as I reflected on her 
Black Church roots and how she’d already 
marched on to Zion, as the Saints of God 
would sing.
She has joined Verdell in that city of gold. 
What also made me smile was learning of 
Aretha’s role in the Civil Rights Movement. 
When Dr. Martin Luther King challenged 
the military industrial complex when voicing 
his dissent with the war in Vietnam, it was 
Aretha Franklin who toured with him to 
fundraise for his efforts. Rev. Jesse Jackson 
said of Aretha:
“When Dr. King was alive, several times she 
helped us make payroll… On one occasion, 
we took an 11-city tour with her as Aretha 
Franklin and Harry Belafonte… and they 
put gas in the vans. She did 11 concerts for 
free and hosted us at her home and did a 
fundraiser for my campaign.”
Aretha accepted an invitation to meet with 
the Black Panthers and participate in one 
of their programs. When Angela Davis was 
in jail, Aretha was ready, willing and able to 
bail her out. Although her father disagreed, 
Aretha pointed to group solidarity as her 
impetus to action. Aretha said (in one of the 
most profound quotes I’ve ever read):
“… Angela Davis must go free. Black people 
will be free. I’ve been locked up (for disturbing 
the peace in Detroit) and I know you got to 
disturb the peace when you can’t get no peace. 
Jail is hell to be in. I’m going to see her free if 
there is any justice in our courts, not because 
I believe in communism, but because she’s 
a Black woman and she wants freedom for 

Black people. I have the money; I got it from 
Black people — they’ve made me financially 
able to have it — and I want to use it in ways 
that will help our people.”
Sadly, it was after her death that I was 
introduced to an Aretha Franklin that I 
hadn’t known. But I was glad to know of it all, 
including Amazing Grace.
Of course I knew Amazing Grace. 
I sang it in church. I sang it with my grandmom 
and all the other elders that had also marched 
on to Zion. But I never knew Amazing Grace 
quite like how Aretha Franklin delivered it. 
It started with a Marc Lamont Hill tweet that 
encouraged me to hear Aretha’s Amazing 
Grace album, after which I listened and after I 
heard it, I had to see the actual live recording. 
I needed to see her sing. I needed to hear the 
audience. I needed the choir, the musicians; 
I needed to be transported back to the Black 
Church to feel that feeling once again.
I yearned to feel the spirit of the elders; the 
power and conviction manifested by their 
struggles while manifesting hope as they 
moved forward. 
I yearned to feel my grandmother’s presence 
once more. 
Side note…
I know it is trendy for mainstream artists to 
involve the gospel choir in their studio and 
live performances, particularly, white artists. 
But there is a level of inauthenticity that 
gnaws at me. It has less to do with whether 
or not they’re a Christian, although I am sure 
there is something to that. But rather, it’s the 
mainstreaming of the souls of Black folk to 
exalt their brand to make green dollars. 
It’s not that Aretha Franklin didn’t call on her 
sacred gifting to perform for a secular world 
as her profession. But what she did in 1972 
with Amazing Grace was sacred. 
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Did the album sell, of course it did. It is the highest selling live gospel album of all-time. But as her 
father, C.L. Franklin said, Aretha never left the church. He continued to say that “All you have to do is 
have something in here [the heart], and the ability to hear, and the ability to feel, and you will know that 
Aretha is still a gospel singer.”
If you’ve ever experienced Black church, then you know there is a sacredness that transcends the written 
doctrine; it’s no dope. 
Prior to saying the often quoted “religion is the opium of the masses,” Karl Marx said that “religious 
suffering is the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering; that religion is the sigh of 
the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions.” 
There is a sacredness rooted in the Black experience, whereby the voices crying out for Jesus in word and 
song, in that sacred space, divinely appointed to Black folk, has come to be the very heart and soul of a 
land we’ve known as heartless and soulless. Whether at 16th Street Baptist or Mother Emanuel, the Black 
Church has served as a vessel to protest against real suffering as Black folks have sighed.
You can’t replicate that spirit on the stage of an award show no matter how good the choir sounds.
When I heard Aretha Franklin’s voice, I thought of a bridge; I thought of a portal. Her cadence was 
indeed familiar. It was familiar to me as I am sure it was to the ancestors. I thought of my grandmother; 
as I heard Aretha Franklin’s voice, I heard my grandmother’s. I thought of the old Saints gone home. I 
thought of them swaying from side to side while stomping their feet to keep time and invite the spirit in 
the service.
Maybe it’s because I too am America… Black in America. 
Aretha Franklin is indeed the Queen of Soul and her voice encapsulated the heart and soul within a 
heartless world filled with soulless conditions; same as my grandmother and all the other gospel singers, 
past and present. 
I haven’t been back to my home church since my grandmom’s funeral, so while I am unsure, I suspect 
that their congregational hymn or choice, or habit, remains Amazing Grace.
… How sweet the sound.

Aretha Franklin with Rev. Jesse Jackson in 1972. | Jim Wells / AP
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