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Fighting For Social JuStice:
the ShiFt From BeneFiciary to Burden Bearer

By Jennifer Jones Austin

For every good reason, when we think of the fight for justice for people of African 
descent in a land once foreign to us, but now as much our home as anyone else’s—
save indigenous people—we recall the tireless work and sacrifices of Harriet Tubman; 

Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, Ida B. Wells, Nat Turner, Richard Allen, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Dorothy Height, Martin Luther King  Jr., Malcolm X, James Meredith, Medgar Evers, Fannie 
Lou Hammer, Thurgood Marshall, Rosa Parks, Shirley Chisholm, John Lewis, Jesse Jackson, 
Al Sharpton, and hundreds more.  Their individual and collective actions made possible our 
freedom from both physical and mental bondage.  Their sacrifices paved the way for us to one 
day live as full-fledged Americans with all the civil and human rights that attend. They set us 
on a path—trusting the nation—and more importantly, we would never turn back.

Because of them, no longer are African Americans legally enslaved to work without pay, 
though we still are disproportionately paid less for our labor.  Because of their great works, 

it is illegal for law enforcement to detain and arrest us without probable cause, yet today our communities are over-
surveilled and arrest and prosecution rates are disproportionately higher for alleged crimes by Black persons compared 
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to whites. Their actions led to the ending of segregation 
in public schools with the promise of equal education, 
but still our children are taught in predominantly Black 
schools with significantly fewer resources. Fewer than two 
out of 10 Black children are proficient in reading and math. 
They promised we would receive our 40 acres and a mule,  
but still today we have been neither compensated for our 
ancestors’ labors nor ensured our fair share, reinforcing 
systemic and widening wealth gaps between Blacks and 
whites. With some giving their lives, they secured our legal 
right to vote with the Voting Rights Act of 1964, but with the 
United States Supreme Court having gutted the law in 2013 
and since then 29 states passing nearly 100 restrictive laws 
that detrimentally impact us most, we must fight again just 
to preserve this civil right.

We are the descendants and direct beneficiaries of all 
the good that resulted from the hard work, sweat, tears, and 

blood shed by our ancestral leaders and doers.  And just as 
they bore the burdens of pressing for equal opportunity 
and fairness, we must do the same.  If we are to stave off 
further erosion of the gains made for our good and realize 
true equality, equity, and opportunity, we must embrace this 
moment and our responsibility. Now, we are burden bearers. 

This special edition of The Positive Community brings forth 
the voices of both faith leaders and leaders of faith engaged 
in the pursuit of justice. Their steadfast works in the fields of 
education, health and mental health, religion, community 
development, civic engagement, criminal justice, and 
economic insecurity indicate they both understand and 
embrace their roles as burden bearers. Their contributions 
to this publication provide critical perspectives on the 
issues that present some of the greatest challenges for Black 
Americans, and actions that can and should be taken to 
alleviate and ameliorate them.
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Not everything that is faced can be changed,
but nothing can be changed until is faced.

—James Baldwin

but less likely to pursue or use mental health services. 
In fact, African Americans seek help for mental health 
challenges at one-half the rate of white Americans. So 
many African Americans suffer in silence, partially due to 
two contributing factors.

First, in the African American community, we have ex-
perienced and continue to experience the normalization 
of trauma. Since the moment we arrived here as enslaved 
people, we have faced oppression, domination, conquest, 
and racial trauma. African Americans have experienced 
and continue to endure racism and its brutal, violent ten-
tacles woven into the fabric of this country. It is difficult to 
quantify the mental and emotional toll that systemic rac-
ism takes on a people, but we know that numerous indi-
viduals in our community languish on the margins of our 
culture in emotional and psychological distress. Because 
we normalize it, we fail to address that distress.

Second, a negative stigma is associated with mental 
illness in the African American community. A recent 
study found that two-thirds of African Americans consider 
a mental health condition a sign of weakness. There is 
also a profound resistance to being viewed as or labeled 
as “crazy.” As long as these attitudes and perceptions exist, 
countless people suffer in silence.

The church can play a pivotal role in addressing the 
mental health crisis in the African American community. 
A Pew Research study found that African Americans are 
among the most religious of any racial or ethnic group in 
the United States with 87% reporting a formal religious 
affiliation. Other studies show more African Americans 
use religion—especially prayer—to deal with challenges 
like depression and anxiety instead of therapeutic 
services. As a pastor, I would never underestimate nor 
undervalue the power of prayer, but prayer alone cannot 
be the answer for those who suffer from serious mental 
illness. Just as prayer cannot be the sole source of healing 
for those who battle with diabetes, heart disease, cancer, 
or even a broken leg, it cannot be viewed as the way to 
deal with mental illness. The difference is there is no 

stigma attached to seeking health professionals to deal 
with physical illness. 

What can churches do to address the mental health 
crisis in the African American community? First, clergy 
must normalize conversations around mental illness. This 
means that faith leaders must become more educated 
about mental health challenges to help destigmatize 
the narratives surrounding mental illness. This includes 
speaking about these challenges from the pulpit. In my 
case, it meant being transparent, from the pulpit, about 
my own battles with depression and anxiety. When I 
did this, it created a safe space in the church where 
congregants felt free to discuss their battles with mental 
health challenges. 

Partner with mental health professionals to educate 
and offer training to congregations. At First Corinthian, 
we brought in mental health providers to offer first 
responder training, which helped identify signs of mental 
illness and mental crisis. All of our deacons were trained 
as mental health first responders. We went a step further 
in 2012, hiring a therapist as part of the church staff. I 
realize that all churches may not have the capacity to hire 
therapists, but we can engage in creative collaborations 
with community partners to address the mental health 
needs of our congregants and community. Our church 
formed partnerships with community organizations and 
schools such as Columbia University School of Social 
Work, Columbia University School of Psychiatry, and New 
York University School of Social Work.

Our work in Harlem led to the opening of First 
Corinthian Baptist Church H.O.P.E (Healing on Purpose 
and Evolving) Center in 2016, where we provide free 
mental health care for the community. The services 
must be free—one of the barriers to mental healthcare is 
limited financial resources. Though not easy, our journey 
was well worth it, especially when it comes to bringing 
healing to those who suffer in silence for far too long. 
James Baldwin was right; everything faced cannot be 
changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.
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