
 

 

  
 

  

 
 

  
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
  

 

 



  

  

 

  
  

   
  

 
   

 
  

   

   

  

 

 
 

 
 

    

 

 
 

sensitive and that was accessible. And so Half Hood Half Holistic has been the culmination of that dream 
and that vision and it keeps me busy. 

John Boccacino: 

What was the need? What did you find was the need for those services here in the Central New York 
community? 

Rachel Johnson: 

Well, I think the biggest need was around connection. So feeling connected to communities and feeling 
connected to maybe a larger community that was outside of the New York four walls, so to speak. And 
so, one of the things that we talk about, there is this thing that people will, if they want to go to an 
event or something, people in this community will say something like, "Who all going to be there?" And 
it is in an attempt to check for safety and comfortability and figure out, "Do I really want to be in this 
space?" And we like to say we create spaces where you don't have to ask, "Who all going to be there?" 
because it's supposed to be a space where this is your people. Those are my people. 

If Half Hood Half Holistic speaks to you, then you're going to be with your people. And that sense of 
connectedness alone is really healing. And feeling connected to services and to providers that get you, 
that are your kind of people, that alone in Central New York, I feel like is a missed purpose. We have a 
lot of services, we have a lot of resources, but there's not that centered connectedness. 

John Boccacino: 

How did you come up with the name for the business and what do you mean when you say holistic 
health? What exactly does that mean to you? 

Rachel Johnson: 

Yeah, that's a good question. How did I come up with the name of it? It had been something that was 
like, it describes me, right? It's my personality. It is the duality of who I am as a black woman. It just 
encompasses that there are many different aspects or pieces to myself that I wish to bring into every 
space. It also is just a really cool name. And when I talk about holistic healing, that's really interesting 
because the term holistic has been, so to speak, commodified and has been trendy over the last several 
years. And people have either one, a reaction to the term holistic because they seem to center it in 
specific things like specific practices or rituals. From my point of view, when I talk about holistic, I really 
mean all of the things that make you, you. Anything that is like a holistic framework, bring all of that 
with you. 

And so bring all of the past you, the present you, the work you. All of those things influence your health, 
it influences your decision making, influencing your wellness, all of those things. I don't want people to 
present in their healing journey with just one piece of themselves. Some people feel like they have to 
just show up as one kind of person, then they start to perform in therapy. But really, it's like bring all of 
it, it's holistic. And so we like to target the vision for Half Hood Half Holistic is to be able to offer services 
that target all of the things, the mind, the body, the spirit, and work that into practices in a way that is 
maybe nontraditional. 

John Boccacino: 

It seems like there's such a stigma around mental health and mental wellness, more so with members 
of the African American community, African American men and women. It seems like there's this real 
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stigma. Would you agree that there is this kind of negative stereotype towards getting help for what's 
going on in your brain and with your mental wellbeing? 

Rachel Johnson: 

Absolutely. I think there's stigma across populations and I think that the United States particularly has a 
lot of work to do around supporting mental health and mental wellness. It is just recently something 
that has gained political attention, which then means that money will be backed between it. But I do 
think that overall, there is stigma. And then when we start to talk about a specialized population, such 
as black folks, there's a lot of historical context that influences that stigma or that reinforces that stigma, 
particularly around mental health and even physical health. 

And so when you think about different sectors or sections of populations that have been traditionally 
traumatized in United States specifically, it does make it very difficult for people to even conceptualize 
mental health. Even to even conceptualize or think about or even be comfortable with the term, mental 
health or the phrase mental health, is a long journey for some. 

And then what happens then when we have such a fragmented system that is not always culturally 
competent or fair or accessible or cost friendly, it makes it even more laborsome for a specialized 
population to be able to recognize they need help and then to seek and gain access to that care. So I do 
think absolutely, there is a lot of stigma and I think it is about normalizing and having conversations that 
are not at a high level. It's being able to pair down some of these concepts and make it realistic and 
relevant to that population. 

John Boccacino: 

Do you think that one of the unintended side effects of COVID-19 was people had so much more time on 
their hands to think and maybe that realization that, "I can get help, I don't have to go through this by 
myself"? Do you think that the pandemic maybe helped to take a little bit of that stigma away and shine 
a light on these very important issues? 

Rachel Johnson: 

I do think that more recently, between COVID-19, it has highlighted mental health struggles for so much. 
And I think what really happens is the ways that people are normally used to coping, through work or 
through social work, social recreation or seeing family members, those all things were either taken away 
or restricted heavily. And so people were really at a place where I think really needed to come to terms 
with some of the things because their regular coping mechanisms or outlets had been taken away from 
them or restricted. And I truly think that during that time, this is when the accessibility of telepsych and 
teletherapy and talk and text therapy really kicked in. So I do think that in response to that, people 
started to say, "Well, let me try this thing." And I also felt like people probably were like, "Well, we don't 
have much else to do, so we might as well do this thing in the comfort our own home." 

So I do think there were a lot of people that had started to fight that stigma and come into a space 
where they wanted to at least try the concept or the framework of therapy. I think people were also, 
again, looking for connectedness. People wanted to know that they were not alone. People wanted to 
know that there was somebody that was going to check in on them and that was going to keep tabs on 
them. And so with the accessibility of virtual services, I think that this is why we are now seeing this 
culture change around mental health. 

John Boccacino: 
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journey that I had to go through in order to produce this workbook and it also was a journey between... I 
think there was a lot of healing that had to go in between myself and a lot of the editors and thinking 
about how, this is a very vulnerable piece to write something and then put it out in 



  

 
  

 
  

 
 

 

 

  
 

 
  

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
 

   

Rachel Johnson: 

Yeah. There will be no healing if it is not holistic. Because I think about even what it feels like in your 
body to hear the news that someone had been killed by an unarmed person, black person being killed, 
what that even sounds like, what it feels like coming out of your voice, your body's reaction to that. And 
so we could talk all day about what it may look like or our thoughts around that. But if our body's not 
included into that, if we're not thinking about what that then means when we go home, how does that 
impact our sleep, how does that impact what we're eating, then there will not be, any attempts at 
healing will be short. They will be short. 

And so I think holistic healing and racial healing very much go hand in hand. And part of that is because 
in order to get to holistic healing, you have to recognize that there is a whole person. The basis of 
holistic healing recognizes that you are more than just one thing or just one kind of person. And that is 
where racial trauma starts to happen is because we have not, as a country and as individuals, recognize 
black folks to be human or to be more than one thing. 

And so holistic healing would consider that we are more than just our trauma, that we are more than 
just what we're portrayed to be, that we are more than just beings, we're more than just things that 
things are happening to that we are human and we have a range of emotions and we have a range of 
reactions and we also have a range of needs. And so really, I think holistic healing also would have to 
encompass not just the present day us, we would need to be talking about some of the history and 
context, the historical marginalization and traumatization of black folks that would need to be included 
in the conversation and then what that then means for future generations. So I think without the 
framework of holistic healing, racial healing will not be able to be achieved. 

John Boccacino: 

I want to again make a segue here from a very serious topic to something that might be a little bit more 
lighthearted, with your university choice of coming to Syracuse. What drew you to the Orange in the 
first place? 

Rachel Johnson: 

That's such an interesting question. I think a lot about my time in my trajectory. For someone who had 
originally, born in Buffalo, New York. So right down the road, not too far from here. And for someone 
who, when it was decision making time back when I was a senior, was not sure, did not know much 
about SU, was not one of those people that were like, "We need to go to SU." I had actually applied to 
numerous colleges, some of them HBCUs. And really, what it boiled down to was proximity to my family, 
was close enough and it was far enough at the same time. And it really, in realistic ways, came down to 
financial means, which sounds weird if you're like, "You went Syracuse University because it was 
financial means." 

But I was very grateful for a program called Say Yes to Education that at that time had stemmed from 
Buffalo and really offered me free tuition, no cost tuition, and nothing in this life is free. No cost tuition, 
no cost to me either way to attend Syracuse University. It was the only private school that was on the 
list. And so for me it was pretty much a decision as a first generation and person to go to college in my 
immediate family or to go away for college, to do a four year institution, having to do all of the process 
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the Self-Love Workbook for Black Women and just an all around fascinating person. Rachel Johnson, 
it's been my pleasure having you on the podcast. We wish you nothing but the best of luck with all your 


