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Introduction 
 
The recent celebration of the Church's Jubilee Year needs to continue 
as we remain open to the ongoing renewal offered through the Holy 
Spirit. A reading of the signs of the times makes it clear that the people 
of our country) and our state, are deeply troubled by the prevalence of 
violent crime in our midst and are searching for direction in this troubled 
area. Even as St. John on Patmos addressed the suffering seven churches 
in the Book of Revelation with a message of hope, so do we now address 
the seven diocesan churches of Louisiana with these words of life. 

We, the Catholic Bishops of Louisiana, urge a careful reflection on the 
recent pastoral statement of the Catholic bishops of the United States, 
Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on 
Crime and Punishment. It is a statement which attempts to address some 
of the complex issues surrounding crime and punishment. As bishops we 
do not speak with the technical expertise of the penologist, but with the 
armor of faith and the shield of a good will. We speak as shepherds in 
imitation of the Good Shepherd who leads those under his care to the 
verdant pastures of the fullness of life, shared partially in this world and 
completely in eternity. 

We speak not only to the Catholic people of Louisiana, but also to all 
men and women of good will. We draw our message from God's 
revelation to his people, expressed in its fullness in Jesus Christ, recorded 
in an inspired way in Sacred Scripture and handed down authoritatively 
in the Church through the centuries. But we also claim that this message 
is rooted in truth which all men and women can recognize and accept. 

 
1.   CRIME AND PUNISHMENT IN LOUISIANA 
In the pastoral statement of the United States Catholic Bishops, 
Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration, the bishops present a synopsis 
of the staggering statistics relative to crime, conviction and imprisonment 
across our land. 

Crime is also a serious problem in our state. In Louisiana, with the highest 
number of incarcerated per capita of all states in this country, the adult 
prison population is approaching 36,000. The overwhelming percentage of 
prisoners is male (92.6%), African American (76.3%), and is serving time 
for violent (39%), drug (31%), or property crimes (21%). In addition, of the 
36,000 adult inmates in Louisiana prisons, there are more than 3,400 
serving life sentences and 82 inmates on death row. 

The adult prison population is only part of those under the supervision ofthe 
State Department of Corrections. There is a significant adult population on 
probation (36,000) and parole (22,000). When the adult prison population 
is added to the probation and parole populations, the Louisiana Corrections 
System has more than 93,000 people under its supervision. These figures do 
not include those confined to a forensic mental health institution. 

In addition, there are currently about 2,800 federal prison inmates in 
Louisiana. Almost 1,800 more are federal defendants under supervision in 
Louisiana. 

Along with this large adult prison population, Louisiana has a significant 
juvenile offender population. This juvenile population totals more than 
8,000. A significant percentage of crimes committed by juvenile offenders is 
classified as violent in nature (40-50%). As with the adult prison population, 
the vast majority of juvenile offenders are male (97%) and African American 
(88%). 

The annual operating budget for corrections in the United States totals $35 
billion. In Louisiana, the 2001-2002 budget for the Department of 
Corrections totals $583 million, of which a significant majority is spent on 
the adult prison population (over $267.5 million). These figures do not 
include capital expenses. The budget for handling federal prisoners in 
Louisiana is more than $60 million; the budget for those under federal 
supervision in Louisiana outside of prison is almost $5 million per year. 



II.   RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
These statistics can seem overwhelming. The predictions of penologists 
for the future are not encouraging. These challenges alone urge us to a 
new way of thinking and acting. As bishops we have drawn from our 
scriptural,  theological  and  sacramental  heritage  in  Responsibility, 
Rehabilitation and Restoration to outline an approach to crime and 
punishment, not unlike the moral vision of the human person in society 
which originally inspired the prison system in the United States. This 
vision is called restorative justice. 

Justice involves right order. Restorative justice involves the return to right 
order, effected through the acceptance of responsibility, the assignment 
of appropriate punishment and the return or restoration of as many as 
possible to the human community. The appropriate punishment 
redresses the harm done to the victims, their families and the wider 
society and both rehabilitates offenders and restores them to their 
families. Hence, the title of our national document. Responsibility, 
Rehabilitation and Restoration. 

Victims need to know that offenders have come to grips with their 
responsibility and are willing to make amends. Offenders need to 
acknowledge their responsibility and be willing to be rehabilitated and to 
make amends to the victims, their families and the wider community. 
Society needs to experience that the right order, which had been 
violated, has been restored. 

III.  RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AND CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 
Restorative justice also calls on us to reject capital punishment as an 
effective and moral means of confronting crime. Death does not restore, 
heal, or make whole what was lost. Death only causes more death. When 
the state imposes death as a sentence, a further insensitivity to the loss of 
life is the result. The death penalty makes it easy to give up on others and 
neglect the underlying causes which yield violence and death. As a 
people of e Gospel of Life, we are called to build a civilization of life  th
and love. 
In 1994 we, the Catholic bishops of Louisiana, published a statement 
entitled, "Violence in our Society: Death is Not the Answer." We clearly 
rejected the use of the death penalty in our time as a morally acceptable 
means of controlling violence and responding to crime, not because the 
state does not have the responsibility to protect citizens, but because we 
have alternate means to accomplish this today. We indicated that the 
death penalty only furthered the culture of violence and death. The 
passing of time has not altered our rejection of the death penalty. 

IV. TOWARD A RESTORATIVE PUBLIC POLICY 
The reality of crime and punishment in Louisiana cannot be reduced to 
statistics. Ultimately we are speaking about our fellow citizens, our 
brothers and sisters in Christ, and we are speaking about ourselves. The 
responsibility for dealing with this issue cannot be placed solely upon the 
shoulders of our public officials. In varying degrees, we all share 
responsibility to promote the common good  and strengthen a just 
public order. 

We offer some proposals as pastors. They flow from our Judeo-Christian 
heritage. We believe that they have broad implications for the common 
good. So we also invite all people of good will to join us in considering 
and adopting them: 
* To support the National Victims Bill of Rights and provide resources 
for victims of crime and their families (material, spiritual, and 
psychological). 

• To provide opportunities for victims and their loved ones who wish to 
meet with offenders who are willing to repent and contribute to 
restorative healing. 

• To offer continuing education and professional training to the 
dedicated men and women in the corrections system and to ensure 
that they receive adequate wages. 

• To develop juvenile and youthful offender programs which emphasize 
education, work skills, counseling, and, when possible, restoration to 
the family and community. 

• To promote creative programs which can reduce the readmission 
rates. 



Faith based initiatives ministering to prisoners, staff and families of 
      Staff. 

 
Effective drug courts that can oversee the medical treatment of 
nonviolent offenders with substance-abuse addictions. Rather than 
treating addiction as a crime society would then view it as a disease. 
Treatment would include counseling, education, community service 
and job placement. 
More rehabilitative opportunities, alcoholic treatment centers and 
mental health treatment facilities. 
Increased opportunities for community service by prisoners. 
Community sentencing, through which courts, rather than 
incarcerating nonviolent offenders, would place the convicted in a 
setting which allows for work, counseling, and education with the goal 
of being integrated back into society. Sufficient resources need to be 
allocated to ensure adequacy of community supervision. 
Improvement and expansion of pre-release programs to facilitate the 
transition from incarceration back into the community. 
Housing and work for ex-offenders. 
Realistic review of rehabilitation efforts relative to pardon or parole. 

• To provide for the parole of older prisoners and the terminally ill who have 
served a significant number of years and no longer pose a threat to other 
citizens. 

• To plan to eliminate housing of out-of-state prisoners and operation of 
for-profit prisons. 

• To reject, in the name of the Gospel of Life, the death penalty as an 
effective and moral way of dealing with crime. 

V. THE CHURCH'S ROLE IN RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
The above recommendations are presented as proposals for dialogue with 
other Christian churches and other faiths as well as the wider community. 
We are offering a religiously inspired context for a creative reassessment of 
our attitudes, thinking and policies in addressing one of the most pressing 
moral and ethical issues in the society in which we live. 

We do not offer these as final proposals. We present them for discussion as 
possible ways of promoting restorative justice in our community. 

We commit ourselves in the Church to do our part to expand our efforts: 
• To offer pastoral care to victims, offenders and the families of both. 
• To work with local media in providing information for stories which 

include rehabilitation and restoration. 
• To provide opportunities in our seminaries, parishes, and dioceses for 
education about crime, punishment and restorative justice. 

VI. A PASTORAL MESSAGE 
We wish to address these words to those in our midst most involved with 
crime and its elimination: 

1. To all who are professional men and women in our correctional 
system: We deeply appreciate and value your work and encourage you to 
respect the dignity of those under your charge. Your work and 
commitment help establish security so the common good can be 
promoted. 

2. To our appointed and elected officials: We encourage you to renounce 
any purely punitive, vengeful, or simplistic approaches to crime. We 
need your courageous and prudent efforts in developing a public 
correctional policy that promotes rehabilitation and restoration. Those 
in prison often need psychological counseling, spiritual direction, 
education and medical care to overcome alcohol addiction, drug 
addiction, and other personality or psycho-social disorders. This is an 
investment that costs money. Yet, in the long run, such spending is cost 
effective and reflective of an authentic desire to promote the moral 
treatment of those in prison. 

3. To judges, district attorneys, criminal defense attorneys, police 
officers and others who participate in our criminal justice systems: We 
acknowledge with gratitude the difficulty of that task and your own 
dedication and commitment to carrying it out. We urge you never to 
cease seeking truth and justice above all, treating witnesses, suspects and 



offenders with the respect due every human being and avoiding all 
temptation, however great it may be, to simply win a case or uphold a 
conviction. 

4. To all who are victims of crime and to your loved ones: You have 
suffered directly and paid a great price at the hands of those who violated 
your dignity and rights. We reach out to you in sympathy and solidarity. 
We encourage you to move beyond feelings of vengeance. Jesus Christ 
gave us an example on the Cross as he forgave those who had wronged 
him. Christlike forgiveness brings healing and frees you to move on in 
life with fewer paralyzing wounds. 

5. To those in prison: We come proclaiming the Gospel of life and 
liberation. You will become spiritually free if you can be freed from that 
sin which separates you from God, keeps you from loving your neighbor 
and encumbers your respecting yourself as a child of God. This involves 
a genuine repentance for the wrong you have done and concrete action 
to make restoration to those whom you have injured. Good use of your 
time in prison to grow spiritually and develop the talent for good that 
God has given you is very important in the process of restoration. If you 
have been unjustly imprisoned, we encourage you to persevere in all legal 
measures you can take to appeal your conviction. 

6. To the media: You have a pivotal role to play in the formation of 
public attitudes toward crime and punishment. We invite you to use 
your power in a responsible manner, that is, to further truth, true justice, 
and the common good. We ask you to resist the temptation to 
sensationalize the plight of victims or offenders. You can honestly 
inform and help society appreciate the human tragedy associated with 
crime and assist people to appreciate the difference between restorative 
justice and vengeful punishment. 

7. To those who minister faithfully and genuinely to offenders or victims 
in the name of the Church: Your ministry is deeply appreciated by the 
whole Church. The Lord Himself promised a rich reward when he 
proclaimed to those who visit prisoners, "As often as you did it to one of 
these the least of my brethren you did it to me." (Mt. 25:40) 

8. To the Catholic community of faith, to our Christian brothers and 
sisters, to chose of other faiths and to all men and women of good will: 
We invite you to join together in the work of restorative justice. The 
moral and spiritual resources of our faith communities are powerful 
forces for renewal. We can join together in challenging the culture of 
violence and death with a new civilization of life and love. 

Conclusion: Be Not 
Afraid 

Pope John Paul II has challenged us to cross not a barrier of time and space 
but a barrier of the human spirit, we are challenged to cross the threshold of 
hope and be witnesses to the new springtime of evangelization. The 
preaching of the Gospel of Life takes on a greater urgency in the face of the 
culture of death. The culture of death seems to promise safely and security 
but in reality only furthers our anxiety. The restless heart of contemporary 
man is once again searching for that security which yields a peace the world 
cannot give or take away. Man is once again open to hear the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. For Jesus Christ alone is the truth about God and the truth about the 
meaning of existence. 

Yet we must ask: How do we know that our hope will not end in despair? We 
know because this hope is not based merely on our own poor efforts but on 
the God who is always faithful. We know it because in the face of sin and 
death, Jesus Christ cook them into himself and conquered them by Love. It 
is this Love which heals the deepest wounds and transforms our brokenness 
so that we may walk aright in His ways. The great enemy of this hope and 
this Love is fear. 

The temptations to fear, despair, and vengeance are always present. They are 



often presented as prudence, realism, and just giving others what they 
deserve, lf we give in to this attitude, we become imprisoned behind the walls 
of isolation that our fear has erected. We, the Catholic Bishops of Louisiana, 
write to the seven diocesan churches of Louisiana to proclaim the truth 
which sets us free, and that Love which overcomes the walls of fear. We say, 
"Be not afraid. " These words can be spoken and believed because of the One 
who guarantees their truth. These words can be our hope because of the One 
who overcomes our despair at Easter. We can offer these words because the 
One who is Love drives out all fear (I Jn. 4:18). We can dare to lay aside 
retribution and seek restoration because the One who restores has shown us 
the way: "Behold, God's dwelling is with the human race. He will dwell with 
them and they will be his people and God himself will always be with them 
as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and there shall be 
no more death or mourning, wailing or pain, for the old order has passed 
away." (Rev. 21:3-4) 

Questions for 
Reflection 

and Discussion 
I. Explain restorative justice. How does this concept help us address the 
question of crime and punishment? How does this concept differ 
from our present model of punishment as expressed in 
 
•  responsibility 
•  rehabilitation? 
•  restoration? 

 

2. Why should we re-examine the death penalty today in light of the 
Gospel of Life? 

3. What are some of the more troubling aspects of crime in the state of 
Louisiana? In what ways can the state and the Church work together 
for the common good? 

4. In what ways can parishes and dioceses reach out in a healing way to 
victims and their loved ones, to offenders and their families, and to a 
society fragmented  and  fearful  in  the face  of crime  and its 

consequences? What spiritual resources are essential? 
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