
 
IFTJ 2017—RACISM AND MASS INCARCERATION  
TALKING POINTS 
 

Purpose of the Visit: 
Ask Congress to create a racially-just criminal justice system 
 
What Our Faith Tells Us 
In a 1979 document, Brothers and Sisters to Us, the Catholic Bishops of the United states declared 
“Racism is an evil which endures in our society and in our Church. Despite apparent advances and 
even significant changes in the last two decades, the reality of racism remains. In large part it is 
only external appearances which have changed.” Today, over 35 years later, and with the 
prominent events in Charlottesville, we  acknowledge this terrible truth about our society.  
 
While events like Charlottesville rightly attract media attention and scrutiny, we know that 
examples of racial injustice are found in our social systems—economic, educational, 
environmental, civic, etc. Nowhere is the sin of systemic racism more evident than our broken 
criminal justice system which disproportionately arrests, kills, locks up, and strips away basic 
rights of people of color. Our faith also teaches that all people are redeemable and possess 
inherent human dignity. In their letter Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic 
Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice, the U.S. Catholic Bishops wrote, “We are all sinners, and 
our response to sin and failure should not be abandonment and despair, but rather justice, 
contrition, reparation, and return or reintegration of all into the community.” 
As members of the Ignatian Solidarity Network, we stand with the Catholic Bishops and the Society 
of Jesus in calling for meaningful reforms to our nation’s criminal justice system that prioritize 
fairness, rehabilitation, and restoration of individuals rather than the current punitive system that 
produces disproportionately negative outcomes for communities of color. 
Personal Testimony (if applicable) Personalize the issue by sharing your story or the story of 
someone you know who is directly affected by our nation’s broken criminal justice system. 
 
We believe a racially just criminal justice system should: 
 
Ensure that law enforcement is carried out in a non-biased, accountable, and community-oriented 
manner 

• According to The Guardian’s Counted Project, people of color are disproportionately subjected to 
police use of force, with minorities constituting 47.2% of all persons killed by police in the U.S. in 
2015. 

• Studies have concluded that racial or discriminatory profiling results in the misallocation of law 
enforcement resources, a decrease in public safety, and a lack of trust between law enforcement 
and the communities they serve.  

• The crackdown on drug offenses focused heavily on black individuals who were using drugs in cities. 
For instance, African Americans comprise only 12% of the population of people who use drugs, but 
38% of people who are arrested for drug offenses. 



• Since 1995, the Department of Defense has been offloading surplus military equipment to state and 
local law enforcement agencies. Police armed with military equipment sends the wrong message to 
the communities they serve. Rather than making communities feel safe and engaged in constructive 
relationships with the police, the presence of militarized law enforcement creates an atmosphere of 
distrust and confrontation. 

 

Ensure defendants of color have access to affordable, equitable, and timely judicial 
proceedings 

• Over 60 percent of people being held in jail have not yet been to trial, and as many as nine in 10 of 
those people are in jail because they are too poor to meet their court-mandated bail. 

o A defendant's ability to meet bail varied widely by race: blacks, Latinos, and Native 
Americans are twice as likely to be unable to afford their bail costs as whites.  

• According to reports, 90% of criminal defendants qualify as “indigent,” meaning they are too poor to 
afford a lawyer and are provided a public defender. 

• Nearly 80% of African American inmates in state prisons were represented by public defenders.  
 
Reform sentencing policies to reflect every individual’s God-given human dignity 

• In the 1980s, Congress created long sentences for nonviolent, particularly drug-related, crimes. 
These sentences have disproportionately harmed African Americans, and African-American men in 
particular, demonstrated by the fact that African Americans are four times more likely than whites to 
be arrested for drug possession or use despite no meaningful difference between drug usage rates 
between the races. 

• When a defendant is African American, studies have shown that prosecutors are twice as likely to 
pursue charges that carry mandatory minimum sentences. As a result, African Americans serve 
nearly as much time in prison for nonviolent drug offenses (58.7 months) as whites do for violent 
offenses (61.7 months). 

• The Catholic Bishops and the Jesuits have described mandatory minimum sentences as inherently 
flawed because they limit a judge's ability to look at the individual and his or her circumstances 
when deciding on a sentence. 

Reduce barriers that limit the economic and civil rights of people leaving prison 
• According to reports from the Sentencing Project, as of 2016, an estimated 6.1 million people have 

their right to vote taken away due to felony convictions. 
• One in 13 African Americans of voting age is disenfranchised, a rate more than four times greater 

than that of non-African Americans. Over 7.4 percent of the adult African American population is 
disenfranchised compared to 1.8 percent of the non-African American population. 

• Individuals convicted of even non-violent drug offenses are barred for life from public assistance 
programs like food stamps, federal education grants, and housing. 

 
ASK: Will the Congressperson publically support and vote for legislation that 

• Ensures that law enforcement is carried out in a non-biased, accountable, and community-oriented 
manner? 

• Ensures defendants of color have access to the same quality defense as their white counterparts? 
• Reforms sentencing policies to reflect every individual’s God-given human dignity? 
• Reduces barriers that limit the economic and civil rights of people leaving prison? 
• Increases restorative justice processes that identify harm and focus on healing that harm 


