What is Systemic Racism?
Today, racism continues to exist in our
communities and in our parishes. Racism is
what makes us see the "other" with
suspicion or to attribute negative
characteristics to an entire group of people.
This evil manifests itself in our individual
thoughts, and also in the workings of our
society itself. Today's continuing
inequalities in education, housing,
employment, wealth, and representation in
leadership positions are rooted in our
country's shameful history of slavery and
systemic racism.

These hard-fought victories deserve to be
remembered and celebrated.
Still, these advances are incomplete. Data
on social and economic welfare show
disparities between many persons of color
and their white counterparts.
•

•

•

Systemic Racism
Discrimination based on race and ethnicity
takes many forms. The United States has
made progress in eliminating some of the
institutional, legalized racial discrimination
of years past such as slavery, Jim Crow laws,
“separate but equal” schools, and
prohibitions on voting or owning land.

•

Unemployment rates for Africans
Americans, Latinos, and Native
Americans are considerably higher
than the national average. Growing
income inequality increasingly
affects minorities.
In the United States, median wealth
for white households is ten times
greater than for black households,
and eight times greater than for
Hispanic households.
Minority homeownership rates lag
behind their white counterparts, and
yet research shows that minorities
face extra hurdles in getting
approved for mortgages.
African Americans, Latinos, and
Native Americans are
disproportionately affected through
every stage of the criminal justice
system, despite the evidence that
different racial and ethnic groups
commit crimes at roughly the same
rates.

What is Systemic Racism?

Racism’s Impact in our
Communities
America remains a deeply divided place in
many ways. Many Americans of all racial
and ethnic backgrounds live in
neighborhoods that are homogenous. This
often limits the opportunity to learn from,
interact with, and befriend people who are
racially and ethnically different. Yet, having
experiences living near those with different
experiences and backgrounds can
strengthen communities and the Body of
Christ.
Many people of color living in low-income
areas experience low or no upward
economic mobility due to limited access to
quality schools, safe neighborhoods, reliable
transportation, or higher-paying jobs. Laws
and practices in more affluent communities,
such as refusing rent assistance vouchers,
can prevent low income persons from
moving into these communities. As a result,
dialogue and encounter with others with
diverse backgrounds, experiences, and
opinions can be limited or non-existent. In
Evangelii Gaudium (no. 59), Pope Francis
noted that exclusion and inequality create
the climate for discord. Recent violence in
communities across the country and the
hurtful rhetoric that mark conversations
about refugees and migrants indicate that
there is still much work to do.
As Christians, we are constantly
called to examine our own hearts and
consciences for how we might

“Racism can only end if we contend
with the policies and institutional
barriers that perpetuate and preserve
the inequality—economic and social—
that we still see all around us. With
renewed vigor, we call on members of
the Body of Christ to join others in
advocating and promoting policies at all
levels that will combat racism and its
effects in our civic and social
institutions.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts

contribute to or break down racial
divisions, intolerance, and
discrimination. The failure to act to end
systemic racism hurts those who are
victimized and denies all of us the
opportunity to benefit from the gifts of
diversity.
This handout is excerpted from the Creating on
the Margins Contest Packet. Visit
usccb.org/youthcontest or usccb.org/concursojuvenil to learn more about Creating on the
Margins, a contest for youth in grades 7-12 that
educates youth about poverty in the U.S. and
our Catholic response. The 2018-2019 theme is
“A Time to Heal Racism.” The contest is
sponsored by the Catholic Campaign for
Human Development.
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Racial Economic Inequality
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against Racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions, and institutions. Racism can be
individual, when persons fail to recognize
certain groups as created in the image of
God and equal in dignity, or it can be
systemic, where practices or policies treat
certain groups of people unjustly. One
important systemic issue is race-based
economic inequality.

“To understand how racism works today,
we must recognize that generations of
African Americans were disadvantaged
by slavery, wage theft, ‘Jim Crow’ laws,
and by the systematic denial of access to
numerous wealth building opportunities
reserved for others. This has left many
African Americans without hope,
discouraged, disheartened, and feeling
unloved. While it is true that some
individuals and families have thrived,
significant numbers of African
Americans are born into economic and
social disparity.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts

As Pope Francis wrote in his Apostolic
Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium,
“Inequality is the root of social ills.” In his
2015 Congressional address, the Pope spoke
of the economic inequality in the U.S.,
challenging leaders and all Americans to
work for the common good so that every
individual, created in God’s image, can
flourish. The U.S. bishops have long
advocated for economic justice so that all
persons may thrive.

In the United States, median wealth for
white households is ten times greater than
for black households, and eight times
greater than for Hispanic households. This
is a significantly larger gap than many
Americans perceive. Currently, Native
Americans, blacks, and Hispanics also
experience poverty at roughly twice or more
than twice the rate of whites.
For the typical household, two-thirds of
wealth comes from housing equity, such
that the wealth gap between white and black
households is largely the story of work and
housing policies that have created obstacles
for African Americans to achieve home and

Racial Economic Inequality
land ownership for generations. Despite the
gains of the Civil Rights Movement, barriers
in education, in employment, and in
housing still exist today and all contribute to
racial economic inequality. For Native
Americans, colonial and later U.S. policies
led to the loss of land, restrictions in selfgovernance, and economic devastation that
left a legacy of low educational attainment
and unemployment rates that remain
among the highest in the country.
Income gaps across racial and ethnic groups
have narrowed only slightly in the last few
decades. For example, lower-income African
Americans made 47% as much as lowincome whites in 1970 and in 2016, they
made 54% as much as white counterparts.
Hispanics of all income categories actually
fell further behind during this same period.
In 2017, The Harvard University Business
School Review documented that hiring

discrimination against African Americans
has not declined in the past 25 years.

The 2018 annual report of the Joint Center
for Housing Studies at Harvard University
found a widening gap in homeownership in
recent decades, with current rates at 72% for
whites and 43% for blacks. It is evident that
many minority families still face challenges
in achieving homeownership and economic
equality.

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and
likeness, and you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times,
however, the equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians
have been guilty of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on
the basis of racial and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds
still present in your community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your
sons and daughters.” ( )
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Racism and Voting
In the November 2018 pastoral letter
against racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions, and institutions. Racism can be
individual, when persons fail to recognize
certain groups as created in the image and
likeness of God and equal in dignity, or it
can be systemic, where practices or policies
treat certain groups of people unjustly. One
example of systemic racism is lack of access
to the vote for some communities of color.

The Church teaches that all persons have
both a legal right and a responsibility to
have their voice heard in the public square
to promote human dignity and the common
good of society. As people of faith, we have
the obligation to help shape the moral
character of society by voting and other acts
of public participation. We also must act to
ensure that the right to vote is protected for
all citizens. This has often been threatened
for many minorities in the U.S.

“Racism can only end if we contend
with the policies and institutional
barriers that perpetuate and preserve
the inequality – economic and social
– that we still see all around us.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts

Sixty years ago, the United States
Commission on Civil Rights documented a
history of pervasive discrimination toward
minorities in all aspects of voting, despite
the 1870 Fifteenth Amendment that
prohibits denying citizens the right to vote
because of "race, color, or previous
condition of servitude.” Since the 1870s,
threats of violence and actual violence,
especially in the South, had been used to
discourage African Americans from voting.
Government officials openly opposed
minority voting. For example, U.S. Senator
Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi called for
Klansmen to visit African Americans the
night before elections to send a message
that they should not try to vote. Poll “taxes”
became a part of the election system in
many states, requiring money from poor
sharecroppers for voting privileges.
Literacy tests were another systematic
attempt to deny voters of color access to the
voting booth: in states where educational
opportunities for minorities were very
limited, many African Americans had little

Racism and Voting
or no literacy skills. Some of these tests were
designed so no one could pass, such as
demands to recite the entire U.S.
Constitution or to count the bubbles in a bar
of soap to prove math abilities.
Gerrymandering, the practice of redrawing
voting district boundaries, was historically
used to suppress the African American vote.

(especially true in the South and on Native
American reservations), and illegal purges
of voting rolls, which disproportionately
affect African-American and Latino
American voters. One in ten Latinos have
been harassed at polling places.

These injustices prompted the Voting Rights
Act of 1965, which was initially successful in
eliminating many of the barriers to voting
for minorities. However, a 2018 Report by
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights
detailed a decline in the Act’s enforcement.
The report suggests Latino Americans,
Native Americans, and African Americans
are facing new barriers to voting. Some
Catholic voices are raising concerns about
voter identification laws seen in many states
in recent years. The Maryland Catholic
Conference opposed one such legislative
proposal in 2017, which would “make voting
more difficult for people with disabilities,
the elderly, and the poor,” who “have
already established their identities via voter
registration.”
State Catholic conferences have also been
vocal about other issues related to access to
voting, including gerrymandering and
restoration of voting rights. Others raise
concerns about restrictions on early voting,
lack of local and accessible registration
opportunities and precinct voting locations

Today, too many barriers to the right to vote
remain for minorities. In response, we are
called to work to ensure that all are able to
exercise their rights, as faithful citizens, to
raise their voices in the public square.

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord our God, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and likeness, and
you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times, however, the
equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians have been guilty
of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on the basis of racial
and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds still present in your
community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your sons and daughters.”
(Universal Prayer on Day of Pardon)
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Racism and Education
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against Racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions, and institutions. Racism can be
individual, when persons fail to recognize
certain groups as created in the image of
God and equal in dignity, or it can be
systemic, where practices or policies treat
certain groups of people unjustly. One area
of systemic racism is lack of access to
quality education for persons of color.

“The poverty experienced by many
. . . communities has its roots in racist
policies that continue to impede the
ability of people to find affordable
housing, meaningful work, adequate
education, and social mobility.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts
and write was illegal. After slavery ended,
for the next century, almost every school in
the U.S. was segregated. Further, public
schools for minorities were given limited
resources. By the 1960s, the great majority
of African-Americans, Native Americans,
and Latino students, were educated in
segregated and underfunded schools. Most
colleges had few, if any, minority students.

As children of God, all persons have a Godgiven right to flourish and develop their
potential, so they may lead lives of dignity
and contribute to the common good. The
right to education has been cited in Papal
encyclicals for over a century.
Unfortunately, millions in the U.S. were
denied that right. Before Emancipation in
1863, teaching enslaved black people to read

During the Civil Rights Movement of the
late 1950s and the 60s, school desegregation
was a major issue, causing bitter, sometimes
violent, struggles. In 1954, the Supreme
Court ruled in Brown v Board of Education
of Topeka that all U.S. schools be
integrated.
Regrettably, recent studies have shown that
after initial gains, schools are now as
segregated as they were before the Brown
decision. Today in schools located in highpoverty areas, the majority of the students
are African American, Hispanic and Latino.
Because public schools chiefly depend on
local real estate taxes for funding, schools in

Racism and Education
areas with high housing values can offer
more to students, often leaving many
minority students out of the equation.

college degree in 4-6 years, only 38% of
Black students, 45% of Latino students and
13% of Native Americans do.

The U.S. Department of Education's Office
for Civil Rights has studied the critical gaps
of these unequitable funding structures. The
recent data from that office shows
consistent problems for minority students,
such as limited access to early learning, lack
of teacher equity, limited access to courses
and programs that lead to college and career
readiness, and low rates of teacher
retention. Schools on Native American
reservations face a host of additional
barriers to student success.
Without quality pre-school programs, many
minority students start grade school at a
disadvantage. Inexperienced teachers and
teachers with limited professional
development opportunities are twice as
likely to teach in minority public schools.
Many African Americans and Latinos attend
schools that do not offer the intensive
writing classes and upper level math courses
needed for college admission, and these
schools do not offer adequate college and
career counseling. Without resources,
consistent support and mentoring, minority
students drop out of school at much higher
rates than white students—recent statistics
show that while 62% of white students get a

Catholic schools, in fulfillment of their
mission on behalf of all children of God,
must strive to increase enrollment of
underserved populations, including
Hispanic/Latino and African American
students, in order to ensure that highquality educational opportunity is available
to all students. We must work together as
people of faith to improve educational
opportunities for all our brothers and
sisters in Christ.

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and women, in your image and
likeness, and you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times,
however, the equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians
have been guilty of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on
the basis of racial and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds
still present in your community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your
sons and daughters.” (Universal Prayer on the Day of Pardon)
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Racism and Employment
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against Racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions, and institutions. Racism can be
individual, when persons fail to recognize
certain groups as created in the image of
God and equal in dignity, or it can be
systemic, where practices or policies treat
certain groups of people unjustly. One area
of systemic racism is lack of access to equal
employment opportunities for many
persons of color.

Saint John Paul II reminded us that due to
every person being created in the image and
likeness of God, everyone who is willing and
able should have access to opportunities for
fair employment. Unfortunately, this was
not the case for Native Americans, African
Americans, Hispanics/Latinos, and many
immigrants throughout the nation’s
history—and fair access to employment
remains a challenge today.
For Native Americans, colonial and later
U.S. policies led to the loss of land,

“All too often, Hispanics and
African Americans … face
discrimination in hiring, housing,
educational opportunities, and
incarceration.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts
restrictions in self-governance, and
economic devastation that left a legacy of
low educational attainment and
unemployment rates which remain among
the highest in the country. Throughout its
history, the United States has, especially
during times of economic stress,
discriminated against and placed legal
restrictions on newly arrived groups of
immigrants and blamed them for social ills.
The blame, discrimination and legal
restrictions were detrimental to the
impacted groups and led to restricted access
to employment opportunities and other
means of advancement.
After the end of slavery until the First World
War, 90% of African Americans lived in the
South, the great majority toiling as
sharecroppers. This entailed back-breaking
labor in white landowners’ fields for a small
share of the crop and often substandard
housing. In addition, the imposition of Jim
Crow, which guaranteed segregation and
disenfranchisement, was ample impetus to
leave the South for good. With the start of
WWI in 1916, the Great Migration brought
black laborers north to work in factories.

Racism and Employment
However, they faced many challenges. Many
white residents in northern cities resented
the new black residents, and tensions could
spill over into violence and riots. Despite
higher available salaries than those in the
South, black migrants to the North were
typically relegated to lower paying jobs. The
Great Depression further eroded job
possibilities. Even with post-Depression
economic recovery, many labor unions that
secured just wages were closed to African
Americans, as were many professions. Even
college-educated African Americans often
found limited entry-level employment.
Unemployment, under-employment, and
discrimination in the workplace were the
norm.

Part of the Civil Rights agenda in the 1960s
was focused on jobs with dignity and job
training opportunities. The U.S. Federal
Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) was created in 1964 to
protect against illegal discrimination in the
workplace, which unfortunately has
continued. In 2016 and 2017, for example,
the EEOC investigated tens of thousands of
racial discrimination cases. Employment
disparities among college graduates of
different races persist.
In 2017 the Harvard University Business
School Review documented that hiring
discrimination against African Americans
was still a reality—and did not decline in the
past 25 years. The authors note that despite
a growing concern with diversity, “subtle
forms of racial stereotypes” in the workplace
and “unconscious bias” have shown little
change: support for more affirmative action
policies and stronger enforcement of
antidiscrimination legislation is critical
because this pattern “will not diminish on
its own.” The unemployment rate among
African American workers and Hispanic
workers is still higher than for whites, and
in 14 states and the District of Columbia,
black unemployment is at least twice as high
as white unemployment. Native American
communities often have vastly higher
unemployment than the national average.
Unequal opportunity still remains a
concern.

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and women, in your image and
likeness, and you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times,
however, the equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians
have been guilty of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on
the basis of racial and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds
still present in your community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your
sons and daughters” ( )
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Racism and Housing
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions, and institutions. Racism can be
individual, when persons fail to recognize
certain groups as created in the image of
God and equal in dignity, or it can be
systemic, where practices or policies treat
certain groups of people unjustly. One area
of systemic racism is unequal access to
decent housing.
Decent housing is a basic human right—
deserved by all due to their dignity as being
created in God’s image. Without decent,
safe, and affordable housing, all aspects of
family life suffer, and a life of dignity is
impossible. Yet an affordable housing crisis
is a current reality in the U.S. and, for
minorities, it has been a reality throughout
the nation’s history.

After the Civil War, the great majority of
freed slaves lived in the South, often in
dilapidated shacks. Such housing was

“While it is true that individuals and
families have thrived, significant
numbers of African Americans are born
into economic and social disparity. The
poverty experienced by many of these
communities, which has its roots in
racist policies that continue to impede
the ability of people to find affordable
housing, meaningful work, adequate
education, and social mobility.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts
provided by white land owners to Black
sharecroppers who would work for free for
the housing and a small portion of the
crops. The workers did not own these
dwellings and could be evicted from them at
any time. With the Great Migration north in
the beginning of the 20th century to seek
employment and better lives, African
Americans were crowded into low-income
housing in cities like Chicago and Detroit in
areas that increasingly became segregated.
Later in the twentieth century, African
Americans seeking housing were faced with
both private and governmental prejudice.
Private homeowners, real estate agents, and
private developers (such as the founder of
Levittown) could, and would, refuse to sell
to Black citizens, so they were confined to
segregated areas. The U.S. Federal Housing
Administration policies and programs in the
1930s-1950s used strategies to deny

Racism and Housing
mortgages, home loans, and home
ownership to Blacks. For example, the
practice of redlining—actually drawing red
lines on maps around predominately
African American neighborhoods to indicate
where banks could not get federal insurance
for loans they made—ensured that banks
denied all mortgage requests from people in
these areas. African American WWII
veterans were denied access to the low-rate
mortgages available to white veterans under
the GI Bill.
The U.S. Government also built segregated
public housing (as a part of the New Deal in
the 1930s), first for low-income whites, then
for low-income Blacks. With the housing
boom after WWII, whites could leave public
housing and buy low and moderate-priced

houses in the growing suburbs with new
means of financing: both the new suburbs
and new forms of mortgages were closed off
for African-Americans. They were often
trapped in decaying older housing stock in
certain urban areas or in the blocks of
public housing, poorly designed and poorly
maintained by the Federal government.
The Fair Housing Act of 1968 required the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development to take “affirmative” steps to
end housing discrimination and promote
integration. But, after five decades, the
federal housing discrimination ban has
failed to end segregation and provide equal
access to housing opportunities for all,
particularly African Americans. Today,
many Latinos also face limited
opportunities for decent housing; Native
Americans on reservations continue to live
in substandard housing. The plight of
homelessness continues to be a major social
problem, especially for minorities, who are a
population more vulnerable to eviction. The
American Dream of owning decent homes to
raise families in safety and dignity still
remains a distant dream for many in this
country.

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord our God, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and likeness, and
you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times, however, the
equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians have been guilty
of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on the basis of racial
and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds still present in your
community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your sons and daughters.”
(Universal Prayer on Day of Pardon)
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Racism and the Criminal Justice System
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against Racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops urge all Catholics to acknowledge
“the scourge of racism” that still exists in
our hearts, words, actions, and institutions.
Racism is rooted in a failure to acknowledge
the human dignity of people of a different
race. Racism does not reflect the inner life
of God—the Triune unity of three-in-one—
that we are called to imitate. Racism
manifests itself in sinful individual actions,
which contribute to structures of sin that
perpetuate division and inequality, as has
been seen throughout our nation’s history
and into the present. One such structure in
need of conversion is the criminal justice
system.

In Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and
Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on
Crime and the Criminal Justice system, the
U.S. Catholic bishops wrote, “Racism and
discrimination that continue to haunt our

“We read the headlines that report the
killing of unarmed African Americans by
law enforcement officials. In our prisons, the
numbers of inmates of color, notably those
who are brown and black, is grossly
disproportionate. Despite the great blessings
of liberty that this country offers, we must
admit the plan truth that for many of our
fellow citizens, who have done nothing
wrong, interactions with the police are often
fraught with fear and even danger.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts

nation are reflected in similar ways in the
criminal justice system.” For decades, the
bishops have recognized the limited utility
of mandatory minimum sentencing for drug
and non-violent offenses. Recognizing that
the default response to social ills such as
mental illness, drug addiction,
homelessness, unemployment and illiteracy
is too often incarceration, the bishops have
advocated for sentencing reform and
increased use of rehabilitative and
restorative justice programs that focus on
education, literacy, job-placement, and
substance-abuse treatment.
Over the past four decades, there has been a
500% increase in the number of people
incarcerated in the U.S., which now totals
roughly 2.2 million. Contributing factors to
this increase include mandatory minimum

Racism and the Criminal Justice System
sentences, harsher sentences for non-violent
drug offenses, “three-strikes” laws, and
changes in policing. The United States now
has the highest rate of incarceration in the
world. With 5% of the world’s population,
the United States houses roughly 25% of the
world’s prisoners.
Currently, African Americans and
Hispanics/Latinos make up 56% of
prisoners but are only 28% of the U.S.
population. Although “color blind” on the
surface, racial disparities appear in every
stage of the criminal justice system, which
has built the resulting prison and jail
population over decades.

• Whites and African Americans

•

engage in drug use at similar rates,
but African Americans are much
more likely to be arrested for it.
Although the gap among
incarceration rates of different races

has narrowed somewhat in recent
years, African Americans are still
incarcerated at more than five times
the rate of whites.

• African Americans are more likely to

•

experience traffic stops, searches,
and juvenile arrests, and receive
harsher sentences and greater length
of sentencing.
Recent headlines have also raised
questions about treatment by law
enforcement of persons of color,
with studies pointing to racial
disparities in use of non-lethal force
against African Americans and
Hispanics.

We must continue to work and pray against
the evils of racism, particularly as it may
manifest in our criminal justice system and
in the way that laws are enforced.

For More Information
•

•

Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and
the Criminal Justice

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and
likeness, and you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times,
however, the equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians
have been guilty of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on
the basis of racial and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds
still present in your community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your
sons and daughters.” (Universal Prayer on the Day of Pardon)
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Racism and the Native American Experience
In the November 2018 Pastoral Letter
Against Racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the
Catholic bishops of the United States urge
all Catholics to acknowledge “the scourge of
racism” that still exists in our hearts, words,
actions and institutions. Racism is rooted in
a failure to acknowledge the human dignity
of people of a different race. It does not
reflect the inner life of God—the Triune
unity of three-in-one—that we are called to
imitate. Racism manifests itself in sinful
individual actions, which contribute to
structures of sin that perpetuate division
and inequality. The Native American
experience offers a particular illustration of
racism in history and today.

When Europeans arrived on the shores of
this country, they were often blind to the
dignity of indigenous peoples. Colonial and
later U.S. policies toward Native American
communities were often violent,
paternalistic, and directed toward the theft
of Native American land. Native Americans

“Native Americans experienced deep
wounds in the age of colonization and
expansion, wounds that largely remain
unhealed and strongly impact the
generations to this day.”
– U.S. bishops, Open Wide Our Hearts

were killed, imprisoned, sold into slavery,
and raped. These policies decimated entire
communities and brought about tragic
death.
The results were massive forced relocations
of people as endured by the Cherokee
people on the “Trail of Tears” and of the
Navajo in the “Long Walk.” Thousands of
men, women, and children died during
those forced removals. Schools and
orphanages began “Americanizing” Native
children by forcing them to abandon all
facets of their culture, including their native
languages. The devastation caused by
national policies of expansion and manifest
destiny, fueled by racist attitudes, led to the
near eradication of Native American peoples
and their cultures.
The effects of this evil remain visible in the
great difficulties experienced by Native
American communities today. Poverty,
unemployment, inadequate health care,
poor schools, the exploitation of natural

Racism and the Native American Experience
resources, and disputes over land ownership
in Native American communities are the
legacy of these evils today.
In Heritage and Hope: Evangelization in
the United States (NCCB Pastoral Letter,
1990), the U.S. Catholic bishops wrote, “As
Church, we often have been unconscious
and insensitive to the mistreatment of our
Native American brothers and sisters and
have at times reflected the racism of the
dominant culture of which we have been a
part.” All Catholics are called to give
renewed attention to historical and present
injustices resulting from racism against
Native Americans, better integrate the
needs and contributions of Native Catholics,
and work for greater justice for the
descendants of the first Americans.

“We ask the Catholic community to join
us in seeking new understanding and
awareness of their situation and in
committing our Church to new advocacy
and action with our Native American
brothers and sisters on issues of social
justice and pastoral life which touch
their lives.”
- U.S. bishops, 1992: A Time for Remembering,
Reconciling and Recommitting Ourselves as a
People

For More Information
•
•
•
•
•

USCCB Subcommittee on Native American Affairs
Native American Catholics at the Millennium, Ad Hoc Committee on Native American
Catholics, 2003
1992: A Time for Remembering, Reconciling, and Recommitting Ourselves as a People:
Pastoral Reflections on the Fifth Centenary and Native American People, National
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991
Native American Protocols, Archdiocese of Los Angeles
Black and Indian Mission Office

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and
likeness, and you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times,
however, the equality of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians
have been guilty of attitudes of rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on
the basis of racial and ethnic difference. Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds
still present in your community on account of sin, so that we will all feel ourselves to be your
sons and daughters.” (Universal Prayer on Day of Pardon)
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Racism and Migration in the United States
In the November 2018 pastoral letter against
racism, Open Wide Our Hearts, the Catholic
bishops of the United States urge all Catholics to
acknowledge “the scourge of racism” that still
exists in our hearts, words, actions and
institutions. Racism is rooted in a failure to
acknowledge the human dignity of people of
different ethnic backgrounds. It does not reflect
the love of neighbor that the Lord calls us to
have. It denies the beauty of the diversity of
God’s plan. Racism manifests itself in sinful
individual actions, which contribute to structures
of sin that perpetuate division and inequality.
One area where racism has become evident is in
the way that the United States has approached
the issue of migration, historically and even
today.

Ethnicity has long been a factor guiding
migration policy in the United States. One of the
earliest and most overt examples of this was the
forced migration and enslavement of millions of
African people to colonial North America.
Slavery, and the racist ideas the slave trade was

built upon,
informed the development of migration policy.
Another example was the 1882 Chinese
Exclusion Act, a federal law that effectively
barred Chinese migration to the United States.
In the early twentieth century, eugenics became
popular among many of the political and
scientific elite. Though false, it was upheld as
science wherein biological principles were used
to differentiate between what were perceived as
superior and inferior races. Opponents of mass
immigration believed that non-Catholic
Northern European or Anglo-Saxon bloodlines
were superior to those who originated outside of
northern Europe. Policies enacted based on
eugenics responded to fears that unrestricted
migration from Southern and Eastern Europe,
Asia, or Africa, would “dilute” the Anglo-Saxon
nature of life in the United States.
This same ideology reached a high point with
the passage of the National Origins Act in 1924,
which imposed a quota system that significantly
restricted immigration from countries in the
Eastern hemisphere into the United States.
Western hemisphere countries were exempt.
This system remained in place for four decades,
ending with the passage of the Immigration and
Nationality Act of 1965.
Although the overt racial discrimination that was
built into the quota system was eliminated, many
migrant communities continue to experience
racism in life in the United States. Hispanics and
other migrant populations are often

Racism and Migration in the U.S.
discriminated against in hiring, housing,
educational opportunities, and in the criminal
justice system.
Though the Gospel calls us to welcome the
stranger, many immigrants and refugees are met
with fear, judgement and hatred. Racist rhetoric
that marginalizes and causes discrimination
against migrant populations is common. In
response, the church must provide a counterexample for those who use race to deny the Godgiven dignity of people who are migrants. As
Catholics, we are called to welcome newcomers
upon their arrival and help to ease their
transitions into life here in the United States. A
truly welcoming community does not emerge by
chance but is established through the hard work
and conviction of local residents, through direct

service, sharing experiences, faith, advocacy,
and institution building.
In their pastoral letter Strangers No Longer:
Together on the Journey of Hope, the bishops of
the United States and Mexico emphasized the
importance of encounter in the process of
conversion. Strangers No Longer reminds us
that “part of the process of conversion of mind
and heart deals with confronting attitudes of
cultural superiority, indifference, and racism;
accepting migrants not as foreboding aliens,
terrorists, or economic threats, but rather as
persons with dignity and rights, revealing the
presence of Christ; and recognizing migrants as
bearers of deep cultural values and rich faith
traditions.”

For More Information
•
•
•
•

Justice for Immigrants Campaign
USCCB Committee on Migration and Refugee Services
Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope, Pastoral Letter of the U.S. and Mexican
Bishops
USCCB Committee on Cultural Diversity

Pray with St. John Paul II
“Lord God, our Father, you created the human being, man and woman, in your image and likeness, and
you willed the diversity of peoples within the unity of the human family. At times, however, the equality
of your sons and daughters has not been acknowledged, and Christians have been guilty of attitudes of
rejection and exclusion, consenting to acts of discrimination on the basis of racial and ethnic difference.
Forgive us and grant us the grace to heal the wounds still present in your community on account of sin, so
that we will all feel ourselves to be your sons and daughters.” (Universal Prayer on Day of Pardon)
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