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Dear Parishioners:
 

         I do a fair amount of reading. Mostly books. A lot about religion (Catholicism, ecumenism, biblical studies,
inter-religious dialogue, theology, etc.). But over the years, I’ve also gotten into some other patterns of reading. For
example, when I lived in the Milwaukee’s central city, I read a lot of African American literature (civil rights
movement, history, novels by Black authors, sociology, etc.). There was also a period when I explored feminist
literature. And over the past twenty years, my major focus has been on Islam (The Qur’an, Islamic history,
theology, comparative theology, Shari’a, Catholic-Muslim dialogue, etc.). 
 

     Many of the books I’ve read I first heard about in other books, often in footnotes; others, I’ve come across in
book reviews appearing in periodicals (magazines, newspapers). In the old days – before personal computers – I’d
write down such a book’s title and the author’s name and carry it around with me in my wallet; then, the next time
I’d visit a book store, I’d look for it on the shelves or talk to a clerk about special ordering it. Since the advent of
Amazon.com, I generally go to its “advanced search” option. If I order such a book, once it arrives I put in on my “to
read” stack. I get to some of those books pretty quickly, depending on the topic and how important I feel it is to get
at its contents. But others have sat in that “to read” stack for months . . . or in a couple of cases, years. 
 

     Such a book was one about which I’d read an intriguing book review. I ordered it; but when it arrived, I was
deep into some other topic and related titles, and the sense of urgency just wasn’t there. So, The New Jim Crow:
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Color Blindness by Michelle Alexander just sat on my “to read” stack and
languished there for one year, two years, three years . . . 
 

     Then back in January, I was reading something which was ponderously slow. It simply wasn’t engaging me and,
try as I would, the pages just didn’t want to turn fast enough. So, I put that book aside and looked at my “to read”
stack, where The New Jim Crow caught my eye. It started slowly – a new author, an unusual writing style, a
different topic – it took me a little while to get into it. But once I did, Wow! Did it grab my attention! It is about the
“war on drugs” and how that “war” was being waged selectively, somewhat arbitrarily and particularly viciously on
minorities – mostly young, mostly male, mostly Black – and the all but permanent, devastating consequences
getting caught up in the criminal justice system even once can have on income, employment opportunities, health
care, housing, family, voting, and just about every other aspect of life that most of us take for granted.   
 

     I got to thinking about The New Jim Crow again in the wake of George Floyd’s death, the “Black Lives Matter”
protests and, most recently, the calls for “unfunding” police. I’m pretty sure that “unfunding” police is not the way to
go, but I do believe that among the many issues our country absolutely has to address, systemic institutional
racism is one of the most pressing, and tackling it will be every bit as troublesome as “unfunding” police would ever
be. If you’d care to understand why I hold this view, delve into The New Jim Crow.


