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AAIIDDSS  AAccttiivviisstt  SSppeeaakkss  ttoo  FFAAMMUU  

 On the sixth annual National Black HIV/AIDS Awareness Day, Feb. 7, AIDS 

Activist Rae-Lewis Thornton came to FAMU to speak to students about the virus 

and tell her story.  FAMU freshmen Jenai Kelly and McKenzie Arnold had heard 

Thornton was a good speaker and wanted to gain more knowledge about the 

HIV/AIDS virus.  Both students said that they “came to become more aware.”   

 AIDS is a very serious issue among the African American community because 

it is the primary killer of blacks between the ages of 18 to 25.  African Americans 

have acquired 40 percent of AIDS since the beginning of the epidemic.  A huge 

problem is that 90 percent of people with AIDS don’t even know they have it.  

According to Thornton, it is very important to “get educated, get tested and get 

involved.”  She emphasized that “the sooner you find out, the longer you live.”  

 Thornton herself has been HIV positive since 1986 when she was 23 and 

found out when she went to donate blood.  Thornton told the audience “I may look 

good but I’m a beautiful piece of work on a torn canvas…Each time you have sex 

without a condom, you tear your canvas.” For the first seven years she had AIDS, 

she told no one about having the virus except for five people.  Once she realized that 

“you can’t fight this disease by yourself”, she decided to become an HIV/AIDS 

activist.  She has had AIDS 16 out of the 23 years with the HIV virus.  At one point in 

her life she was down to eight T-cells and she considers it to be a miracle she is still 

alive. 



Thornton has founded Rae-Lewis Thornton, Inc. which teaches AIDS 

education.  Her story has been featured on the Oprah Winfrey show, Chicago 

Tribune, Chicago Sun-Times, Washington Post, Ebony, Emerge and Essence 

Magazines.  Thornton has also won an Emmy Award for her CBS series “Living with 

AIDS.”  In August 2000, she was licensed as a Baptist Minister.  Currently she has a 

book available called “Amazing Grace” which shares her views and her story.  

 


