1

For Justice in the U.S. Criminal Legal System
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Summary
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As a historic peace church, Mennonite Church USA is called to resist “injustice in all forms, and
in all places.”1 Many aspects of the current United States’ criminal legal system cause pain and
suffering for many, especially poor people and people of color.
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The U.S. criminal legal system, at its core, promotes violence and punishment, not reconciliation
and peace. We hear this from the voices of those currently and formerly incarcerated, calling for
justice; from their families, who yearn to be made whole; and from people of color, who are
discriminated against and hurt by this system.2 The violence of the U.S. criminal legal system
will not, and cannot, bear the fruits of justice and peace.
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A just world will only come through following the life and teachings of Jesus. For too long, we
have ignored the teachings of Jesus as they apply to the criminal legal system. Jesus calls us to
help the poor, the sick and the oppressed. “I was in prison and you visited me,” Jesus tells the
righteous in Matthew 25:36. We confess that too often, we have ignored that call.
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At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus reads from the prophet Isaiah, saying, “The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then, Jesus declares, “Today this scripture has been
fulfilled in your hearing.” Luke 4:18-21
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As Christians, we are called to look to Jesus and the prophetic tradition of the Bible for our
vision of justice. We, like every generation of the church before us, are called to do our part,
empowered by the Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead, to advance God's all-encompassing
shalom, on earth as it is in heaven.
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MCUSA Renewed Commitments
For more on the injustices of the U.S. criminal legal system, see Appendix A.
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Resolution
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We as a church body commit to confronting the injustice within the current U.S. criminal legal
system. There are many ways individual congregations, conferences, institutions and agencies of
the denomination can participate. We will call on them to report back to the delegate body at the
next biennial convention. The following are a starting place to begin this work together:
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1. Learning about the injustices of the U.S. criminal legal system through conversations,
book groups, guest speakers and other means
2. Speaking with, and learning from, current and former prisoners, as well as others whom
the U.S. criminal legal system has harmed
3. Utilizing curricula addressing the injustices of the U.S. criminal legal system, such as
those developed by Mennonite Central Committee, MC USA, and Healing Communities
USA to guide local churches through discussions about the U.S. criminal legal system
and ways to help those hurt by it
4. Supporting the families of those who have been incarcerated
5. Learning about how our legal system has been shaped by racist assumptions and
committing to dismantle racism
6. Divesting from all private prisons, as an organization and as individuals within the church
7. Advocating for just treatment of people at all levels of the U.S. criminal legal system by
petitioning representatives at every level of government to enact necessary reforms
including ending cash bail, enacting policies mandating reductions in police violence,
ending mandatory minimum sentencing and others3
8. Continuing to call for a ban on the death penalty at the state and federal levels 4
9. Working for reform of the criminal legal system to promote accountability and
rehabilitation
10. Seeking out alternatives to the current legal system through restorative justice practices,
creating new systems of justice that reflect God’s love and care for our world
Original Authors & Sponsors Team (Please note that this resolution has been modified by MC
USA Executive Board staff and the Resolutions Committee):
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Zachariah Begly, Reba Place Church, zachariahbegly@gmail.com
Eli Reimer, Lombard Mennonite Church, e.reimer07@gmail.com
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Reba Place Church, Evanston, Ill. (Illinois Mennonite Conference)
Contact: Pastor Charlotte Tsuyuki Lehman, pastor.rebaplacechurch@gmail.com
Living Water Community Church, Chicago, Ill. (Illinois Mennonite Conference)
Contact: Stephen Lamb, Associate Pastor, stephenmlamb@gmail.com
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Church of the Sojourners, San Francisco, Calif. (Pacific Southwest Mennonite
Conference)
Contact: Pastor Zoe Mullery, zoe@churchofthesojourners.org
Shalom Community Church, Ann Arbor, Mich. (Central District Conference)
Contacts: Pastor Hillary Watson, Pastor Trevor Bechtel, pastors@shalomcc.org
Chapel Hill Mennonite Fellowship, Chapel Hill, N.C. (Central District Conference)
Contact: Pastor Isaac Villegas, isaac.villegas@gmail.com
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Additional Endorsers of this Resolution
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Pastor Karl S. Shelly, J.D.
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Appendix A
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Policing
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Policing originated to control various “threatening” peoples. In the Southern United States, many
police forces were borne out of slave patrols, formed to maintain the institution of slavery. In the
Northern states, Indian Constables controlled Native Americans, and in cities, such as St. Louis,
Mo., police forces were formed to protect residents specifically from Native Americans.3
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The racial elements of early police can still be seen today. When stopped by police, a person of
color is more likely to have their vehicle searched.4 Body camera footage also shows police
officers clearly interacting with Black community members differently than their white
counterparts.5 The rate at which Black people are arrested is higher than white people for both
juveniles and adults. Additionally, Black people are five times more likely than white people to
be stopped by police without just cause.6 The statistics for death by police are alarming as well,
as Black and Hispanic people are disproportionately impacted. While white people make up
more than 60% of the population, they only make up about 41% of fatal police shootings. Black
people make up 13.4% of the population but make up 22% of fatal police shootings.7 8
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Police brutality is a well-documented phenomenon. Over the past five years, police officers have
killed more than 5,000 people.9 These statistics do not include other forms of police brutality in
which the victim lives, as these are harder to document. Additionally, police officers have
become increasingly militarized, and the number of SWAT and other militarized units has
increased. These units use weapons, body armor and vehicles designed for war. As these units
grow in numbers, there has been no corresponding increase in officer safety or decrease in
crime.10

95
96
97
98
99

Ultimately, many issues in policing are rooted in the fact that police in the United States have
become overtasked and overburdened. Municipalities look to the police to handle issues of
homelessness, mental health crises, food insecurity and addiction.11 These issues are better
addressed by increased funding for education,12 social services, medicine, transportation
infrastructure and other public works.13
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Cash Bail
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The cash bail system is one of the most fundamentally unjust tenets of the American legal
system. The state charges a cash bail, which is either a standard amount for a particular offense,
or an amount adjusted by a judge, trying to guarantee that the defendant will return for their trial
or hearing. If they do show up, the bail money is returned; if they don’t, it is forfeited to the
government. This system creates a divide based on economic status and incarcerates people
based on their economic status.14 Close to 90% of people being held in jails pre-trial are there
because they cannot afford to pay the bail.15 Additionally, being held before sentencing raises the
likelihood of being convicted.16 The idea of cash bail was to avoid people fleeing, but it has
become about how much money you have instead of whether or not you will show up to court.17
Being held on bail can mean loss of job, housing and even custody of children before a person is
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proven to have committed a crime.18 Cash bail also disproportionately affects Black, Latinos and
Native American people, as they are twice as likely to be held in jail for failing to post bond.19
These same groups also face higher bail rates than white people when charged with similar
crimes.20
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Legal Counsel and Sentencing
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The court system itself is also unjust. Ninety-four percent of prisoners do not stand trial, but
instead are pressured into plea deals, forfeiting their chance to be proven innocent or guilty by a
jury.21 The plea deal has become a way for the legal system to save time and money, at the
expense of those being charged. People who have been charged are encouraged to take plea
deals, with prosecutors threatening extraordinarily inflated charges if the case is taken to trial.
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Additionally, mandatory sentencing laws have increased both the number of people incarcerated
and the length of their incarceration.22 These include “three strikes” laws, which increase the
length of sentence for the third offense, no matter the charge, and mandatory minimum
sentencing laws, which force judges to impose certain sentences on specific crimes. Their stated
goal was to reduce drug use, but they have generally failed to do so. Instead, these mandatory
minimums increase the number of people in jail and are one of the major reasons why the U.S.
has the highest incarceration rate in the world.23
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The death penalty is another area of problematic and unjust sentencing. Studies show that the
death penalty is used in a racially biased way, as a defendant is more likely to be sentenced to
death for killing a white person than for killing a non-white person.24 MC USA has already
resolved to oppose the injustice of the death penalty on numerous occasions.25
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Finally, a lack of access to legal counsel makes it difficult for those charged with crimes to prove
their innocence or fight for a more just sentence.26 Public defenders are overworked, and as a
result, many of their clients are unable to receive the attention that they deserve.27
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Incarceration
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The U.S. system of incarceration has many flaws. One of the most notable is the increasing use
of private prisons, which are designed to profit from those serving time. These prisons do not
save the government money.28 Instead, they make money for their shareholders and help foster a
culture of predatory legal action. Both private prisons and government-run prisons practice
numerous inhumane policies.29 Prisoners can be hired out to private companies that contract with
the government, and the prisoners are often paid less than a dollar a day.30
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Additionally, the experience of living in a prison can be incredibly traumatic, and PTSD as a
result of incarceration is not uncommon.31 Women are especially vulnerable, as they are more
likely than men to experience both inmate-on-inmate and staff-on-inmate sexual violence.32
After being released, formerly incarcerated individuals are often excluded from public housing
and considered ineligible for many jobs. In some states, they are barred from voting.
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Incarceration hurts more than the person incarcerated. Eighty percent of women in jail are
mothers, and the majority of them are their child's primary caretaker.33 Visitation policies often
discourage visits from families because of the cost of phone or video calls, limited visitation
hours and diminished quality of contact.34 In addition, parents often have difficulty regaining
custody of children after they are released.35 The effects of incarceration make it difficult for
both the individual and their family to live full and healthy lives.
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Other Concerns

154
155
156
157
158
159

These areas of concern – policing, cash bail, legal counsel and sentencing, and incarceration –
are – not the only injustices in the U.S. criminal legal system. Other concerns include the
criminalization and incarceration of immigrants, e-carceration, treatment of children accused of
crimes, and many others. These are significant tools of injustice that run counter to Jesus’ call,
and congregations and individuals within MC USA may wish to honor this resolution by
engaging one or more of the areas of concern not listed in this appendix.
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