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“We instruct . . . all the faithful to endeavor to be missionary disciples 
carrying forth the message of fraternal charity and human dignity.  
We ask them to fight the evil of racism by educating themselves, 
reflecting on their personal thoughts and actions, listening to the 
experience of those who have been affected by racism, and by developing and supporting 
programs that help repair the damages caused by racial discrimination.  We need to continue 
to educate ourselves and our people about the great cultural diversity within our Church.” 
(U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to 
Love – A Pastoral Letter Against Racism,” November 2018) 
 
It is worthwhile to consider each part of the above statement from the U.S. Bishops’ 
pastoral letter published four years ago this month.  The statement has relevance to the 
practice of the death penalty, and of restorative justice, and to the celebration of 
November as Black Catholic History Month.  In this month when we pray in loving 
remembrance for all saints and souls that have gone before us, let us also pledge 
ourselves, individually and collectively, to fight the evil of racism by educating ourselves, 
reflecting on our thoughts and actions (both past and present), and taking steps to repair 
the harm. 
 
In educating ourselves, we can consider the history of race and the death penalty in our 
country.  As noted by Catholic Mobilizing Network1, capital punishment in the U.S. has 
its origins in slavery, lynching, and Jim Crow segregation.  After the Civil War, use of the 
death penalty evolved as a more acceptable alternative to the terrorism of lynchings and 
extrajudicial violence that were used as an instrument of racial control.  Lynchings 
became less common, only to be replaced by show trials in which Black defendants were 
quickly sentenced to death and executed; state-sanctioned executions became modern-
day lynchings.  Today, institutionalized racism and discrimination are widespread in the 
US criminal legal system, resulting in the overincarceration of Black and Brown people, 
especially on death row. 
 
Principles of Restorative Justice (RJ) come into play when we practice “listening to the 
experience of those who have been affected by racism, and by developing and 
supporting programs that help repair the damages caused by racial discrimination.”  As 
noted on the MSJC Death Penalty Abolition and Restorative Justice Issue Team 
webpage, RJ works to repair the harm caused when any offense is committed, by 
focusing on the needs of the victims (including the community) and on the offender’s 
responsibility to repair harm, with the goal of fostering healing and restoring 

https://marianistsjc.net/death-penalty-abolition-and-restorative-justice-issue-team
https://marianistsjc.net/death-penalty-abolition-and-restorative-justice-issue-team


relationships.  The sin of racial discrimination is certainly an offense with many victims, 
and it calls for Gospel-centered responses that enable personal, communal, and systemic 
transformation. 
 
As the U.S. Bishops note, we need to continue to educate ourselves about the great 
cultural diversity within the Catholic Church, including the contributions of Black 
Catholics to events in history and contemporary society.  For example, we can learn 
more about the six Black Catholics from the U.S. who are under formal consideration by 
the Catholic Church for canonization.  In a statement about a 2021 book (edited by 
Michael R. Heinlein), Auxiliary Bishop Roy Campbell said, “It is my profound honor to add 
my voice in support of Black Catholics on the Road to Sainthood.  This book . . . introduces 
readers to six Black Americans who dealt in their lifetimes with the human denigration 
and suffering that is manifested by America’s original sin of racism.  Yet they not only 
persevered, but truly lived as Christian people, which so many Americans claim to be, but 
whose actions do not support that claim.  These Black Americans sought to show love, 
compassion, and forgiveness to all people, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or station in 
life…These men and women show us the way forward.” 
 
As the light of Christ shines through the lives and witness of these holy women and men, 
may we emulate their humility, courage, and perseverance.  May their stories of faith and 
virtue help us respond to our own call to holiness, thereby bringing greater healing, 
reconciliation, and peace to our wounded Church and world. 
 

 
 

[1]  https://catholicsmobilizing.org/race-and-dp  
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