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“RACISM IS
A LIFE ISSUE”
An examination of
Open Wide Our Hearts:
The Enduring Call to Love

BY NIK MITCHELL, PH.D.

In November 2018, the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops issued the pastoral letter on racism:
Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love. On
its face, Open Wide Our Hearts is a strong denunciation
of the evil of the racism that still plagues the United
States. When examined deeper, the letter presents an
irrefutable logic that binds moral concerns with the
urgency of public policy and the practice of everyday
life. There is one particular passage, however, that
stands out. The American bishops write:
The injustice and harm racism causes are an attack
on human life. The Church in the United States
has spoken out consistently and forcefully against
abortion, assisted suicide, euthanasia, the death
penalty, and other forms of violence that threaten
human life. It is not a secret that these attacks on
human life have severely affected people of color,
who are disproportionally affected by poverty,

targeted for abortion, have less access to healthcare,
have the greatest numbers on death row, and are
most likely to feel pressure to end their lives when
facing serious illness. As bishops, we unequivocally
state that racism is a life issue.1
The declaration that racism is a “life issue” is a powerful
statement concerning how the bishops view the
continued presence and, in recent years, resurgence of
racism in the United States. Some people will take issue
with this statement as it, most assuredly, adds a degree
of complexity to the already complex designation of
“life issues.” In this essay, I will attempt to unpack why
this designation is justified.
First, it is necessary to establish that the impact of racism
extends far past the present. Our prejudice, corruption,
and viciousness outlive us. Long after our immediate
descendants and we have passed into historical
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irrelevance, the structures that we tolerated in order to
elevate various hatreds to normalcy and privilege endure
as intellectual monuments and institutional rules.
This is the case with Jim Crow laws and their architects’
legacy in the United States. The racial-social-economic
present is a result of the past efforts of the promoters of
Jim Crow to guarantee some form of white supremacy
like that of the ante-bellum period, which had rapidly
passed into a romanticized ideal. Communities of color
were the victims of the imposition of a multigenerational
caste system in which their primary role was that of
terrorized consumers of white economic goods and
services while being denied the means to develop
their own economic foundations. If we use 1968 as our
benchmark for the collapse of the Jim Crow system, then
the United States has only existed as a liberal democracy
for 51 years as of the writing of this essay.
Second, we must accept that racism itself is a violation
of natural law. Race is an illogical method of categorizing
humans. It does not exist in nature, and it is not an
accurate marker of intellectual ability, physical ability, or
talent. It is not even an accurate marker of culture. Natural
categories such as humanity are immutable, while race
is fluid and, rather than being found in nature, is solely a
human invention. For example, in the United States before
the Civil War, the Irish were not considered white; but
in present time the descendants of Irish immigrants are
considered white. What changed? Did the Irish suddenly
metamorphize into a form that categorized them as white?
Of course not. How white is defined changed to include
them. The same is true for the descendants of Italian,
Russian, and European Jewish immigrants.
Third, we must accept that racism poses a genuine danger
to the human condition. The Catechism of the Catholic
Church states,
[T]he common good requires the social well-being and
development of the group itself. Development is the
epitome of all social duties. Certainly, it is the proper
function of authority to arbitrate, in the name of the
common good, between various particular interests;
but it should make accessible to each what is needed
to lead a truly human life: food, clothing, health, work,
education and culture, suitable information, the right
to establish a family, and so on.2
All humans have the right to “truly human conditions,” but
racism hinders this. Racism seeks to marginalize a targeted
group in society.
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What does it mean to marginalize? It is not merely a matter
of preventing a group from participating in civic life. It
also means to impoverish them materially. Because racism
always reserves prosperity for the group held as superior,
by default the inferior group is deliberately consigned to
poverty. Racism is not an inert belief system; it actively
seeks to cause suffering because the inferiority it ascribes
to the other is inevitably imposed through force of law
and violence. In this way, racism is a life issue. Because
racism impoverishes, it denies human beings access to
an adequate education and gainful work. This in turn
denies human beings access to nutritious food, adequate
clothing, and medicines necessary to maintain health.
Cumulatively, this hurts the family unit. Oppression is
the denial of the necessities of living a truly human life;
therefore, racism violates the culture of life.
For Catholics, the inclusion of racism as a life issue
necessitates action, but the question of how to act
remains. Interpersonal racism, institutional racism, and
systemic racism are all manifestations of the same evil
differentiated by magnitude. They are interrelated, but
remedying them is difficult. Unfortunately, there is no
shortage of individuals who are invested in promoting
racism. So, where do we start in the light of social
structures that are old, complex, and resilient?
There is no single answer for this, but I will offer one
suggestion. Those who oppose racism must cease being
reactive and become active in their opposition. Too
often, we are reactive to racism as if it were something
new and unexpected. This habit has left us at a decided
disadvantage when it comes to combatting racism.
Interpersonally, we know what racism looks like, but
how often do we promote unapologetically inclusive
environments? Institutionally, we know what policies keep
our brothers and sisters marginalized, but how often do we
target those policies for legislative advocacy and repeal?
How often are we actively proposing new legislation and
policies that target the institutions that act as gatekeepers
for prosperity? Systemically, we know that racism is the
emperor of malicious human conventions that will doom
civilization if left unchallenged. We have been called to
challenge this evil. But will we heed the call?
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UNDERSTANDING CST

BY FR. FRED KAMMER, SJ, JD

Catholic Social Thought and Empowerment
Catholic thought has evolved from just helping people
communities to build mutually respectful relationships
who are poor and marginalized to promoting their
and bring about fundamental, positive change in the
empowerment as “artisans of their own destiny”1—
conditions affecting their daily lives.”4 The task force
both individually, as workers and citizens, and as poor
based this understanding on three principles: (1) People
nations. The phrase first appears in the 1967 encyclical
are the primary agents of change; (2) empowering
Populorum Progressio by Pope
changes
happen
through
Paul VI in addressing the realities
participative relationships; and (3)
of emerging nations. It echoed in
the human person is both social and
This focus on
the writings of Pope Benedict XVI
spiritual—what affects one aspect of
on the authentic development of
the person, affects the other.5
empowerment has
2
peoples and nations.
been part of Catholic
This focus on empowerment has
social justice praxis
Pope Francis has made the term
been part of Catholic social justice
his own in multiple addresses.
praxis over the last century or
over the last century
Among these is his 2015 address
more in the emphasis on economic
or more...
in Bolivia where he expounded on
development, worker cooperatives,
its meaning in these words:
promotion of labor unions, worker
ownership, and micro-enterprise
The world’s peoples want
loans used to develop the economic skills and assets
to be artisans of their own destiny. They want to
of low-income individuals and families. As recently as
advance peacefully towards justice. They do not
May 2019, the Caritas Internationalis General Assembly
want forms of tutelage or interference by which
reiterated this in these words:
those with greater power subordinate those with
less. They want their culture, their language, their
We continue in our commitment of working
social processes, and their religious traditions to be
together in partnership and fraternal cooperation
respected. No actual or established power has the
so that we can become agents of transformation,
right to deprive peoples of the full exercise of their
helping people to be artisans of their own destiny,
sovereignty. Whenever they do so, we see the rise of
defying the structures that make it difficult or
new forms of colonialism which seriously prejudice
impossible for people to prosper, and ensuring
3
the possibility of peace and justice.
that our common home is sustained and respected
for future generations.6
This emphasis on empowerment is reflected in the
development of comunidades eclesiales de base (basic
This commitment continues to be critically important in
ecclesial communities) in Latin America and in the
so many Catholic charity and justice ministries.
participation of many congregations in the United States
in community-organizing networks focused on social and
ENDNOTES
economic change. Empowerment approaches can be
found in neighborhood social assessments which focus,
1 Pope Paul VI. (1967). Populorum Progressio: On the Progress of
Peoples, 65.
not just on community needs, but on community assets.
2 Pope Benedict XVI. (2009). Caritas in Veritate: Charity in Truth, 43.
Empowerment is also reflected in individual “client”
3 Pope Francis. (2015, July 9). Address to the Second World Meeting
assessments in social work and counseling which look to
of Popular Movements, Santa Cruz de la Sierra (Bolivia), Section 3.2.,
build upon personal strengths and capacities as well as to
at http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/july/
documents/papa-francesco_20150709_bolivia-movimenti-popolari.html
respond to challenges and weaknesses.
Two decades ago, a task force of Catholic Charities USA
developed the following definition of empowerment:
“Empowerment is a process of engagement that increases
the ability of individuals, families, organizations, and

JustSouth Quarterly, Winter 2020

4

Catholic Charities USA. (1998). A Catholic Charities Framework for
Empowerment.

5

Ibid.

6

Caritas Internationalis. (2019, May 28). General Assembly Final
Message at: https://www.caritas.org/wordpress/wp-content/
uploads/2019/05/FinalMessageGA2019.pdf

3

JESUIT SOCIAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE

THE GREEN
NEW DEAL
BY DENNIS KALOB, PH.D.

The planet is warming; the climate is changing. This is
mostly due to human activities, such as the burning of
fossil fuels. Impacts are being felt now and are expected
to worsen. Without action, conditions could become
catastrophic—significant sea level rise, stronger storms,
dramatic flooding, excessive heat and drought in many
locations, net negative impact on agricultural output,
large-scale displacements of human communities,
and war are all likely outcomes in the coming years.
This is the consensus of the U.S. and global scientific
community.1 Nearly every government on earth accepts
this consensus, as do the Pentagon and NASA, major
players in the private sector, and many world religious
organizations and leaders.2
Catholic Church representatives, from the U.S. Catholic
bishops to popes John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis
have all weighed in and have done so in unambiguous
ways.3 Climate change is real and serious. God’s creation
is under assault, and we have a social and moral
obligation to act.
Enter the Green New Deal.
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The term “Green New Deal” was apparently first coined
by columnist Thomas Friedman in 2007. Shortly after
Friedman’s call, others here in the U.S. and around the
world began using the term as a rallying cry for decisive
action to combat the growing climate crisis.4
FDR’s New Deal in the 1930s was a collection of aggressive
social policies (e.g. Social Security, minimum wage, banking
regulations, and jobs programs) meant to transform our
economy and people’s lives at the time and into the future.
So we now need here, in the 21st Century, a new collection
of aggressive policies that will address our current
emergency and build a more secure future.
It was a 2019 proposed Congressional Resolution that
brought the term “Green New Deal” to the front of public
consciousness and has been—and will continue to be—
hotly debated.
The Green New Deal Congressional Resolution5 is a 14page nonbinding proposal that represents a framework
for action. The text of the resolution first identifies the
problem of climate change and some of the significant
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impacts it will have on our country and world. It then
outlines critical goals:

advocates of a Green New Deal typically emphasize the
concept of a “just transition.”

• to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a
fair and just transition for all communities and workers;

By linking social and economic justice with environmental
sustainability, the resolution mirrors the message found in
Pope Francis’ encyclical, Laudato Si’. There Francis urges us
“to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.”7
As he further explains,

• to create millions of good, high-wage jobs and ensure
prosperity and economic security for all people of the
United States;
• to invest in the infrastructure and industry of the
United States to sustainably meet the challenges of the
21st century;
• to secure for all people of the United States for
generations to come clean air and water; climate and
community resiliency; healthy food; access to nature; and
a sustainable environment;
• to promote justice and equity by stopping current,
preventing future, and repairing historic oppression
of indigenous peoples, communities of color,
migrant communities, deindustrialized communities,
depopulated rural communities, poor, low-income
workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused, people with
disabilities, and youth.
To achieve these sweeping goals, the resolution calls for
a “10-year mobilization” that would create the necessary
programs and projects.
What is particularly striking about the document, aside from
the magnitude of the changes it calls for, is the linkage
that is specifically made between the environmental and
the social spheres. We need the transformation of both,
the document makes clear. We need an environmentally
sustainable and just economy that serves everyone. We
must be particularly sensitive to those on the margins of
society who will suffer the most from climate change and
who could also suffer disproportionately from the changes
that we must adopt.
Economists, for the most part, see a transition away from
dirty energy (coal, oil and gas) and toward renewable,
clean energy (i.e. solar and wind) as providing a net gain
in jobs.6 It can be a win-win: more jobs and a cleaner
environment. However, this transition will be disruptive
and will cause significant numbers of people to lose their
jobs, particularly in the old energy sectors. We need
to address the problems many workers, families, and
communities will have and make sure that, as necessary
as the transition may be, it must be accomplished with
minimal hardship on the most vulnerable. That is why

We are faced not with two separate crises, one
environmental and the other social, but rather with one
complex crisis which is both social and environmental.
Strategies for a solution demand an integrated
approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity to
the excluded, and at the same time protecting nature.8
It is critical to understand the following: the proposed
Green New Deal Congressional Resolution described
above is far from a detailed piece of legislation. Some
activists, policy wonks, and politicians have developed
detailed plans for moving forward; but, in truth, what is
needed to eventually put a Green Deal into law and allow
it to be implemented will be up to the political process
that will unfold in the coming years. The policies that
are needed to adequately address climate change and
pressing human needs must be bold and comprehensive.
We will see if we can, in time, do what is needed.
Indeed, scientists tell us that we do not have much time left
to act before we will be unable to stop the march toward
environmental and human catastrophe. This means we
must seriously contemplate the scientific consensus and
the moral imperative that we have before us. Also, before
we too quickly dismiss the idea of a Green New Deal as too
ambitious, improbable, or radical, let us reflect upon these
words from Pope Francis:
The same mindset which stands in the way of making
radical decisions to reverse the trend of global
warming also stands in the way of achieving the goal
of eliminating poverty. A more responsible overall
approach is needed to deal with both problems.9
Indeed, in Laudato Si’, Francis makes very clear that “radical
change” is required in the “present circumstances.”10 It
is clear that too much is at stake for us to fear being bold
and courageous. Science and faith are calling us to work
together, NOW, to save our common home.

—Endnotes on page 8
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COLLABORATION
IN MOBILE, ALABAMA

The Pathway to Successful
Criminal Justice Reform Efforts
BY DEMETRIUS SEMIEN, PH.D.1

A lot is happening in Mobile with respect to efforts to
improve our criminal justice system, collaborations between
community members and all branches of law enforcement
in the area, and measures to improve public safety.
When I first arrived in Mobile—almost six years ago—to
teach Sociology, Religion, and Criminology at Spring Hill
College, I was in awe of what I saw at the first public event
I attended. My pastor, Rev. Ellen Sims of Open Table
United Church of Christ, had asked me to accompany
her to an African American church where the top law
enforcement officials in the area had gathered to address
community concerns.
The Chief of the Mobile Police Department, the Sheriff of
Mobile County, the local liaison for the FBI, and the U.S.
Attorney were responding to questions and listening to
the concerns of citizens. They expressed how important
it was to cooperate with police officers during negative
encounters which they may have with them and to wait
until a later date to file complaint reports and seek support
from law enforcement agencies about any mistreatment
they receive. Also, they said they take these mistreatment
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reports seriously and will address issues that are reported.
I was skeptical about how sincere they were, given that the
events in Ferguson, Missouri had happened a couple of
weeks earlier. Still, it was refreshing to see their attempt to
reach out to the community.
Now, more than five years later, I know much more
about the law enforcement officials present that day
(most of them are good friends and on my speed dial).
They were sincere.
Law enforcement officials at the top of the hierarchy do
something here I have never seen anywhere else. They
work in tandem regularly. I have witnessed or heard about
few territorial disputes. It helps that most of them are from
the local area. They just want to make the community safer
and respond to people’s needs. It is beautiful to see.
Along with the visible cooperation among the leaders
of law enforcement, community members are engaged
in an array of activities to address criminal justice
concerns. These efforts range from measures taken to
hold the rank and file police officers accountable when
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they go astray, to reduce recidivism and improve public
safety, and to support “returning citizens”—people who
transition out of jails and prisons as they move back into
“L.A.” (Lower Alabama).

Alabama Arise
Alabama Arise, which counts the Jesuit Social Research
Institute (JSRI) as a member, continues to lobby for laws
and policies to protect the poor in Alabama. As the
Alabama Associate for JSRI, I represent them at meetings
and play an active role in the Mobile chapter. We held
a successful statewide planning and voting session at
our annual meeting in September to decide next year’s
agenda. Two key issues we support are death penalty
reform measures, such as requiring unanimous agreement
from the jury to sentence people to death, and civil asset
forfeiture reform. Alabama’s current laws allow police
to seize cars, cash, and property without a conviction
or criminal charge. In most cases, owners can’t get their
property back unless they can prove it was not connected
to a crime—a hard task to accomplish when you are poor.

Faith in Action Alabama
Similarly, Faith in Action Alabama focuses on social justice
concerns and empowering citizens. Its main goal is to
end mass incarceration. Faith in Action Alabama primarily
works through a network of church congregations. Local
ministers lead their parishioners to be actively involved in
community projects. This past year they generated local
support to create a public defender’s office in Mobile.
After hosting a community forum where over 200 people
attended, including two of the area’s state legislators, they
were successful in this endeavor. The City of Mobile is
now in motion to find a lawyer to oversee the new public
defender’s office. This will allow low-income citizens to
begin to receive quality legal representation. Additionally,
Faith in Action Alabama members regularly walk in groups
through low-income areas, where there are high crime rates
and incidents of gun violence. In this way members show
their concern and offer support to people who often feel
no one cares about them or their interests.

viable employment. At the project’s inception, the Chief of
Police invited me to study and participate in this program.
Most of the time we see people avail themselves of these
opportunities and change their lives, which affects their
children, grandchildren, and families in positive ways.

Mobile Area Interfaith Conference, Reentry
Simulations, and Reentry Council Meetings
As I am not an “armchair academic,” I work directly
with community partners and my students to implement
programs to serve returning citizens as they transition
back into society. For the past five years, I have served
on the Board of Directors for the Mobile Area Interfaith
Conference, including two years as President. This
organization sponsors the Metro Chaplaincy Program, GED
classes, and The Neighbor Center, which finds housing for
returning citizens and connects them with other community
partners for services.
One signature activity centers on taking volunteers—
including judges from around the state and attorneys
in Mobile and Baldwin counties—through reentry
simulations in order to understand some of the challenges
faced by returning citizens. In these events, participants
“re-enter” society with criminal records and limited
resources and “walk” through their first month in the
community. Usually most people end up back in jail—an
important lesson for all of us.
I also host a monthly Reentry Council meeting where a
returning citizen shares his or her story and a representative
from a community organization informs us about how
they support people with criminal records. Then, our
committees meet to focus on employment issues, voter
restoration, housing needs, and community awareness.
It is a pleasure to be part of those Mobile County and
Baldwin County communities working together to change
things in a positive way with regard to criminal justice
reforms. It is this collaborative process where we build
relationships that make the difference.

Project S.C.O.R.E.
Fortunately, community-police relations are fairly positive
most of the time. I arrived in Mobile just as the Mobile
Police Chief initiated Project S.C.O.R.E. (Second Chance
or Else). This project is a community-diversion program
that allows low-level drug offenders to receive guidance
from community leaders as they attend college or look for
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