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'Unclaimed Legacy'

Johnson urges black leadership rebirth

BLACK HISTORY MONTH

By Lisa D. Welsh TELEGRAM & GAZETTE STAFF

Picture

Black Entertainment Television host and producer Jeffrey I. Johnson speaks to a standing-room-only audience at Worcester State College yesterday. (T&G Staff/BETTY JENEWIN)

WORCESTER- Black History Month is Jeffrey I. Johnson's least favorite time to speak.

His lecture at Worcester State College yesterday was one of 24 speaking appearances that he'll make this month. But he says it's not the schedule that is the issue, but the motivation of the organizations that bothers him.

"They ask me to come not because they care, but because they need to fulfill the requirement of honoring Black History Month," Mr. Johnson told the standing-room-only audience.

"But I know that's not happening here," he said.

Black history is a 12-months-of-the-year enterprise for Mr. Johnson, who has spent most of his adult life addressing youth and urban issues. He has served as the NAACP national youth director, Russell Simmons' Hip-Hop Summit Action Network vice president, and People for the American Way deputy director.

The 33-year-old first got involved in these issues in college and is now CEO of Truth is Power; a consulting firm that provides leadership training to entertainers and organizations.

"Black leaders are no longer leading and motivating people to succeed," Mr. Johnson told students and visitors in the lounge of Worcester State's Student Center. "They are concerned with self-preservation and self-promotion."

"The Unclaimed Legacy: Who Will be the Leader of the Next Social Movement?" is not just the name of his lecture, it's a question that keeps Johnson going. He says another generation had the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X as role models, but the absence of similar leaders now has young people looking to celebrities to lead them.

"So we are asking people who aren't leaders, who didn't want to be leaders, to lead," he continued. "Just because someone is in the public eye, is a MVP or has a record going platinum, it doesn't give them the intellect to lead."

Mr. Johnson also said there needs to be a prophetic change in the way blacks conduct business.

"The black church was once the center of social and economic change.

It was once about transformation; now it's about capitalism," he said.

"Today, they make offerings, not altar calls. And then they take their millions of dollars collected on Sundays and deposit it into banks on Monday of which they have no control; instead of using that money to build up their communities."

In addition to his speaking engagements and consulting work, Mr.

Johnson is familiar face on Black Entertainment Television. He is host and producer of BET's quarterly series "The Jeff Johnson Chronicles"

and host of the weekly news magazine show "The Chop Up."

After his appearance at Worcester State, he was hurrying to New York to make last night's episode of "Rap City."

This is the second time Mr. Johnson has visited Worcester. He spoke last year at the College of the Holy Cross, and word spread in Worcester's college community that he was someone students wanted to hear.

"The feedback at Holy Cross was great," said Seni Fujah, president of the Third World Alliance, the Worcester State student organization that sponsored Johnson's appearance. "He brings a different point of view of what America is facing and motivates us to do something good in the community. Some things changed in their (Holy Cross') community because of his appearance."
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