It was June 19, 1865, when Texas received word
that enslaved African Americans were free, even
though 2½ years had passed since President
Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation in
1863. Juneteenth marks our country’s second
Independence Day because this is the day when
all Americans had freedom.
—Andrea Stefanov

RACISM’S IMPACT ON PEOPLE OF COLOR
I write this to honor the Juneteenth Independence Day or Freedom Day. It is important
and a crucial time for the church to be informed of the importance of freedom and ending
racism for the mental and physical well being of people of color.
People of Color (POC) refers to: American Asian/Pacific Islanders, Blacks, Indigenous
People, Jewish (Antisemitic), Latinx and non-white people.
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (most commonly referred to as PTSD) became a familiar
term following the post- Vietnam war era, replacing “shell shock syndrome” from WWI and
WWII.
Today, there is specific identifying language regarding the trauma of racism on mental
health. Most commonly used is Race-based Traumatic Stress (RBTS)1. RBTS has not been used
as a medical condition, but is recognized as a response to a consistent/life-long exposure to
racism, discrimination, structural racism and all its implications. It is the world in which people
of color live that white people don’t experience.
In 2002, B.F. Butts2 documented the correlation between racial/ethnic discrimination and
PTSD. From 2005 to now, I found ample empirical evidence that attests to the nature and
impact of racial trauma on victims. Should we be surprised? No! Are we alert and connected to
the reality of those who live under racism daily? “There is a cumulative traumatizing impact of
racism on racialized individuals, which can include individual acts of racism combined with
systemic racism, and typically includes historical, cultural, and community trauma, as well.”3
American citizens and physicians (in general) are behind the eight ball in applying known
medically detrimental stressors and their affect on the mental and physical wellbeing of POC.
Studies show that white-supremacist ideology — the belief in white biological or cultural
superiority that serves to maintain the status quo of racial inequality — is deeply integrated in
dominant culture values (Liu et al., 2019).4 This consistent racist milieu is destroying lives and
our democracy.
“Racism…Corrosive Impact on the Health of Black Americans” aired on 60 Minutes on April
18, 2021. Dr. David R. Williams, a Harvard Researcher was interviewed by Bill Whitaker.
Williams gave the a poignant example of the impact of racism on Blacks in America: “Imagine,
if you will, a plane with 220 Black people crashes today, and they all die. Every day in America,
220 Black people die prematurely.”5

For decades, the medical community has known that stressors impact physical health and
can shorten life expectancy. What is vital for us to understand is that RBTS is a lived day-in
and-day-out experience. And that trauma shortens lives significantly and creates mental stress
beyond the norm of one significant time, or short duration of traumatic stress in one’s life. The
severity of being in “war” has alerted us to PTSD. BUT, we are now learning that a lifetime of
exposure to racism is detrimental and dangerous to POC and there are lifetime impacts of Racebased Traumatic Stress.
A variety of symptoms/behaviors are observed (but not limited to): hypervigilance,
depression, low levels of ethnic identity, low self-efficacy, low self-esteem, anger, recurring
disruptive thoughts of racist encounters/events, chest pains, insomnia, mental distancing from
traumatic events, a variety of medical long-term negative impacts, etc.1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12
“It is important to note that unlike PTSD, RBTS is not considered a mental-health
disorder. RBTS is a mental injury that can occur as the result of living within a racist system or
experiencing events of racism.” 2
Unequivocally, racism experienced by all people of color is shortening their lifespans,
decreasing their quality of life, and creating a constant state of anxiety and fear. What should
be white Christian’s response to these chronic living conditions? More crucial, why are we
allowing this to continue? If we are all created in the image of God, all people are equal. Apostle
Paul wrote in Galatians 3:28: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female,
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (NIV) Dare we not add: “neither white or people of color?”
Jesus demonstrated for us numerous examples of contact/concern/compassion for persons
who are: marginalized, oppressed, economically disadvantaged, those living in disparaging social
conditions and lack of physical- and mental-health resources.
White supremacy does not believe these two quotes: 1) “Every person has equal value,”
The Gates Foundation mission statement. And 2) “You have never locked eyes with another
person who is not worthy of freedom, of liberty, of connection and of belonging,” as stated by
Kori Carew, Black female lawyer, feminist and activist.
And as recent as the events that DID NOT happen in Tulsa over Memorial Day Weekend
2021 to recognize the 100-year anniversary of the Tulsa Massacre (Greenwood Black
community demolished and over 300 dead, and thousands displaced), John Legend stated: “The
road to restorative justice is crooked and rough — and there is space for reasonable people to
disagree about the best way to heal the collective trauma of white supremacy. But one thing
that is not up for debate — one fact we must hold with conviction — is that the path to
reconciliation runs through truth and accountability.”13
I believe we have a moral and ethic responsibility to work toward ending racism. That
begins with me! The Hebrew Scripture prophet Micah understood this urgent need thousands of
years ago: “To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” (NIV, Micah
6:8).
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