
 
 
Friends, 
  
The recent tragedies that have unfolded—those that reflect horrific violence against people of color, 
as well as ongoing acrimony linked to gender, age, religion, and sociopolitical beliefs—have left me 
emotionally drained but also passionately activated. The murder by the police in Minneapolis of 
George Floyd is the most recent in a string of atrocities that have been perpetrated against African 
Americans in the United States. With every incident, my pride in being an American is eroded 
somewhat and I am left with a feeling of disillusionment. Consider the traumatic events that seem to 
unify us around the need to implement change in these complicated modern times: shock about 
deaths by violence in our churches, synagogues, mosques, and other sacred places of worship; 
deep sadness when children in our schools have their lives shortened by gun violence; revulsion 
when we learn about crimes committed by men of power who facilitate the sex trafficking of teenage 
girls; and outrage when advocates for social justice become the victims of hate groups. But most of 
all, if you are anything like me, there is disgust that nothing ever seems to come from these terrible 
events. There are emotions, words, and affirmations, but there is no true change.  
  
I have been in deep reflection the past week over why we as citizens of the United States are unable 
to create the changes that the majority of us are in search of. I recognize and accept that my 
behavior is likely to be similar to that of many others and contributes to why we have not seen the 
change we so desire. As much as I try to live a life that honors the diversity of people and serve as a 
positive role model, I recognize that I have not always taken an active stand that is commensurate in 
behavior against the dangerous and immoral drift I see happening in our country. I plan to make 
changes. My commitment going forward is to both express and live the following: 
  

1. I am no longer going to shrug my shoulders and accept it when a person in my presence 
says something that reflects discrimination based on gender, race, religion, or social 
standing. No matter how uncomfortable I feel, I will speak up. 

2. I will be more open to being called out whenever I might inadvertently say or write something 
that reflects discrimination. 

3. I will listen to my own voice with greater intention so I can better hear and see where hidden 
prejudices might lie within myself. 

4. I will practice using the power of non-violent confrontation and I will actively seek out 
opportunities for shared enlightenment. 

 
As those of you who have followed me for many years know, my natural tendency is to make sense 
of the world through the synthesis of information. I recognize that these are highly emotional times 
right now and therefore intellectual dynamics may not resonate for all. I hear you. I encourage you to 
process our current reality in your own way. I would like to share a thought that has been circling 
through my waking and sleeping periods of reflection over the past several months that I believe 
relate in part to the origin of the situation we now find ourselves in. 
  
My present understanding of the concept of diversity and race has focused on what I have learned 
from the Human Genome Project. We have learned many things from the deciphering of the human 



genetic code that have changed the view of the human, homo sapiens.  Here’s one: From a genetic 
perspective, “race” is nuanced and complex. Rather than being hard-wired, variations in how we look 
today are a legacy of environmental inputs that our ancestors encountered. Over the generations 
that preceded us, these factors included climate, nutrition, toxic chemicals, sun and radiation 
exposure, stress factors and countless other lifestyle variables. When I look at a group of humans—
of an audience that I am poised to speak to, of a country that I live in or visit, of our fragile planet—
do I see color? I do. Absolutely. Many, many colors. I see different skin, hair, and eye colors, just as 
I see different heights and body proportions among different people.  I celebrate them all because to 
me they represent the principle in nature that diversity equals stability. This is a fundamental concept 
in ecology that defines the resilience of an ecosystem. Low diversity equals low resilience which 
equals instability in the system.   
  
From this perspective, I have then taken an unflinching look at the elephant in the room—one that 
clinicians, especially, must acknowledge: the fallacious concept that race has been considered by 
some to represent a chronic disease risk factor. As a result of COVID-19, we have a new data point 
making the rounds. Many statistics have emerged from this pandemic, and one that is particularly 
striking is the disproportionate number of deaths from this virus among people of color. I feel the 
time has come for all of us in the biomedical fields to undertake a close and careful study of racial 
stereotyping in the delivery of patient care. The concept that race is somehow related to genetic risk 
to chronic disease is not supported by what we have learned from the deciphering of the human 
genome. What is clear is that social determinants of disease including poverty, limited access to 
medical care, living in food deserts, housing, stress and exposure to toxins define the risk to the 
comorbidities associated with COVID-19 infection. It is the fact that these factors are shared by a 
disproportionate number of people of color that defines their risk to the complications of COVID-19 
exposure. My own personal exploration of how to communicate this truth and what to do about it 
through the delivery of Functional Medicine to those who would most value from this approach to 
health is underway. For those of you not familiar with the evolution of the understanding of the 
difference in health care of the concept of race in medicine and how it differs from that of ancestry I 
highly recommend starting with an article titled “Stereotype Threat” that was published in the May 
23, 2020 issue of Lancet. Here is an excerpt that I will share: 
  
“Socioeconomic factors may well account for some of the disparities, as might racism in health care. 
However, other far more speculative explanations have also been offered: some medical researchers have 
raised the possibility that innate genetic differences between racial groups cause the virus to hit some 
harder than others. Such speculation runs the risk of forgetting that the demographic categories we 
recognize socially [as race] do not in fact have very much biological meaning and betrays a wider problem in 
medicine when it comes to race. It has become routine in medical research and clinical practice to categorize 
people by race and ethnicity. While this is no doubt important in identifying demographic groups who might 
be disadvantaged by unequal treatment and to spot any environmental or social patterns affecting disease 
prevalence, these categories are also sometimes used to guide research, diagnosis, and treatment in ways 
that are not necessarily useful. At worst, they may be reinforcing damaging myths about biological 
differences between groups.” 
 
I will close by affirming that I feel very privileged to have each and every one of you in my 
communication circle. I hope you will join me in making a commitment and personal action plan to 
create a world of greater tolerance, social justice, and shared opportunities for health and 
happiness.  
  
Sincerely, 
  
Dr. Jeffrey Bland 
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