
"I have come to heal..." Restorative Justice   

 This is the fourth in a series of six pastoral statements by Catholic Bishops of the South on the 
Criminal Justice process and a gospel response.  

"We are guided by the paradoxical Catholic teaching on crime and punishment: We will not tolerate the 
crime and violence that threatens the lives and dignity of our sisters and brothers, and we will not give up 
on those who have lost their way. We seek both justice and mercy. Working together, we believe our faith 
calls us to protect public safety, promote the common good, and restore community. We believe a 
Catholic ethic of responsibility, rehabilitation, and restoration can become the foundation for the 
necessary reform of our broken criminal justice system."                                                                
 U.S. Catholic Bishops statement, "Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic 
Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice," November 2000.  

As pastoral leaders of the Roman Catholic community, we would like to continue to reflect with you on 
the themes of responsibility, rehabilitation and restoration in light of the reality of crime and criminal 
justice in our area of the country.   

Prisons, like wars, are public admissions of defeat for humanity. Whenever possible, alternatives for 
incarceration must be searched for and implemented. Such an alternative is the approach of restorative 
justice.1   

All of us have a right to public safety and protection from violence.  The criminal justice system was 
created when public safety was threatened, when violence occurred.  Our current criminal justice system 
is based on retribution - those who cause suffering by committing crime are to be punished by the 
government for what they have done wrong.2 However, many people, including many victims of crime, 
think the current system is not working. The US Catholic Bishops and others are exploring alternative 
ways to create safe communities, including giving part of the criminal justice system an option to try 
another approach, the way of restorative justice.    

Restorative justice focuses first on the victim and the community harmed by the crime. In this way it is 
different than the state versus criminal model. This shift in focus affirms the hurt and loss of the victim, as 
well as the harm and fear of the community, and insists that offenders come to grips with the 
consequences of their actions. These approaches are not "soft on crime" because they specifically call the 
offender to face victims and the communities. This experience offers victims a much greater sense of 
peace and accountability. Offenders who are willing to face the human consequences of their actions, are 
more ready to accept responsibility, make reparations, and rebuild their lives.3   

We recognize, however, that neither all victims nor all perpetrators are ready for a restorative justice 
process.  Restorative justice does not replace the current court system. It offers an alternative resolution 
service for people who want to try another approach. For example, some places are offering mediated 
victim-offender community conferences. These provide facilitators to help victims and offenders seek 
reconciliation and resolution. If there is a resolution, it would include a written agreement identifying the 
injustice that took place and the steps the offender should take to make things right. If the parties are 
unwilling or unable to reach resolution using cooperative processes, the matter can be referred to back to 
regular criminal court. 4  

Restorative justice also seeks alternatives to continuing to put more and more people in jail. The US now 
has over 2 million people in local, state and federal jails and prisons. We have a higher percentage of our 
people in prison than any country in the world. Racism plays a definite role as African American males 
are imprisoned at a rate over 7 times as high as white males.5 Our society seems to prefer punishment to 



rehabilitation and retribution to restoration thereby indicating a failure to recognize prisoners as human 
beings.6   

A Catholic approach never gives up on those who violate laws. We believe that both victims and 
offenders are children of God. Despite their very different claims on society, their lives and dignity should 
be protected and respected. We seek justice, not vengeance. We believe punishment must have clear 
purposes: protecting society and rehabilitating those who violate the law. We believe a Catholic vision of 
crime and criminal justice can offer some alternatives. A Catholic approach leads us to encourage models 
of restorative justice that seek to address crime in terms of the harm done to victims and communities, not 
simply as a violation of law.7  

Restorative justice seeks sentences that make amends to the victim of crime and to the community as a 
whole. For example, some communities use a process in which representatives of law enforcement, the 
victim, and the community meet with the offender. They require that the harm to the victim be repaired, 
the harm to the community be repaired, there be some demonstration of understanding of how the 
behavior harmed the community, and a plan for avoiding such behavior in the future. After these 
consultations, offenders are required to sign an agreement that spells out how they are to make amends.8   

We recognize a role for prisons. Our criminal justice system should punish offenders and, when 
necessary, imprison them to protect society. Their incarceration, however, should be about more than 
punishment. Since nearly all inmates will return to society prisons must be places where offenders are 
challenged, encouraged and rewarded for efforts to change their behaviors and attitudes. And where they 
learn the skills needed for employment and life in community.9 Programs in jails and prisons that offer 
offenders education, life skills, religious expression, and recovery from substance abuse greatly reduce 
recidivism, benefit society, and help the offenders when they reintegrate into the community. These 
programs need to be made available at correctional institutions regardless of the level of security. And be 
offered, to the extent possible, in the language of prisoners.10 Those in jail could also participate in re-
entry group conferences with victims and community representatives and mentors to help guide and 
support their re-entry into society.11  

We know that all inmates of jails and prisons are an integral part of a diocese and a parish.  They are also 
to be served rather than neglected.  The fact that they are out of sight calls for Church structures to place 
their needs as a high priority.  Ministry in criminal justice calls for special training in order that pastoral 
care may be effective.  The diocese and the parish must assume a portion of the responsibility regarding 
restorative justice principles.  

We again ask all people of good will to join us in a thorough re-examination of our criminal justice 
system. When we respond to the evils of crime we must do so in a manner that is consistent with our 
commitment to the essential human dignity of each person, whether they be victims of crime or offenders. 
We call on all people of faith to pray, study and act in order to transform every unjust aspect of our 
current criminal justice system so that it respects the essential human dignity of each and every victim and 
each and every offender.   

__________________________________ 
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