MENTAL RETARDATION

VOLUME 3Y, NUMBER £: 13£—124 | ArKn zw

Everyone is Beautiful

Richard 0. Stimson

I perceive there is one primary concern among
people with mental retardation that neither profes-
sionals nor ministries deal with or discuss. This is the
perception that persons defined as having mental re-
tardation have of themselves and the way in which
this community is viewed by the population at large.
First, it has been apparent to those of us who live and
work within the disability community that we have
much for which we should thank the African Amer-
ican community. Most of the disability laws and court
cases are built on the laws and court cases that re-
sulted from their civil rights struggles.

I also believe that those who are responsible for
the spiritual care of persons with mental retardation
are in a perfect position to help teach another lesson
taught by the African American community. 1 call it
the “Black is Beautiful” lesson. Part of the civil rights
movement, of course, was the declaration “Black is
Beautiful.” What was that all about? Was it an asser-
tion for a preference for the color black? Probably not.
In saying “Black is Beautiful” was the Black commu-
nity saying that White is ugly? No.

The issue was the Black community’s self-im-
age. There had been a feeling of shame with regard
to being Black. The lighter the color of a Black
person, the better. Historically, the Black commu-
nity had been enslaved. They had been considered
as a percentage of a person when it came to con-
gressional representation. Once freed, they were as-
signed to economic poverty. Movies such as An Im-
itation of Life or Roots showed Black people trying
to pass as White. Even more recent film makers
such as Spike Lee have dealt with this issue.

None of these movies has affected me as much
as An Imitation of Life. The movie is about two single
mothers who share an apartment. One is Black and
one is White. The Black mother has a daughter that
looks as though she were White. Most of the movie
shows this daughter trying to pass as being White.

We have all heard stories of Black children
who tried to wash the black off so they could be
White. The leadership in the Black community
knew that no law or court case could give true
equality or empowerment. The Black community’s
self-image had to be validated. It was more impor-

tant for the Black community to say that they were
equal than for some law to declare it. It was more
important for a Black person to believe thar there
was nothing wrong with being Black than for a
White person to believe that there was nothing
wrong with being Black. Hence, the “Black is Beau-
tiful” movement was conceived.

Problem of Self-Perception

As a pastor serving persons with mental retar-
dation, | have learned that self-perception is an is-
sue for us as well. The people we work with are
ashamed of who they are, and rightly so. Their
whole experience tells them to be. Either they have
been segregated and isolated and treated like for-
ever-children, or they have been behaviorally mod-
ified and “normalized” so they can fit in with “nor-
mal” people. Let there be no mistake. If they need
to be normalized, we are processing them from
something that is less acceptable into something
that is more acceptable because we are not satisfied
with the way they are.

Coming from a family with a member who has
mental retardation, it surprises me thar as [ think
back to our childhood how little we talked about
my brother Bill having mental retardation. I never
remember talking to Bill about it. Can you imagine
what it is like o be different, treated differently,
but no one ever talks about it? As a pastor, | am
learning this is not an unusual family scenario.

Within the Disability Community

Even in the disability community, having a
mental disability places one at the bottom of the
pecking order. | was watching a disability awareness
skit about a blind man and a seeing man in a res-
raurant. A waiter came up to take their order. In-
stead of asking the blind man whart he wanted, the
waiter asked the seeing man. After making the
point that the waiter should have asked the blind
man, the blind man said, “Yeah, just because | am

blind, doesn’t mean I'm retarded.”
Recently, | was watching a well-known evangelist
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