Restorative Justice — Overview



It’s been pointed out by legal scholars, sociologists and religious leaders that our criminal justice system is grounded in retribution. Those convicted of crimes — especially violent acts — are to be locked away and punished by the government. Besides cooperating with the police and testifying in court, victims play no further role in the adversarial process. And rehabilitating offenders, at best, is an afterthought for the two million men and women incarcerated in the United States today.


Starting with their 2000 pastoral letter “Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice,” U.S. bishops have advocated for a more humane approach called “Restorative Justice” to repair the harm caused by criminal behavior. The growing social justice movement encourages victims, offenders and their impacted communities to fully participate in the healing process through victim/offender mediation, restitution, victim and ex-offender assistance, sentencing circles and community service.


Crime is viewed as an offense against human relationships, so the focus is on reconciling them. By confronting their victims, offenders see firsthand the impact of their crimes. 


“Restorative justice is about making everyone involved in crime whole again — victims, perpetrators and the community,” says Auxiliary Bishop Gabino Zavala of Los Angeles. “It’s a messy process. But the alternative is fear, hatred and divisiveness. The alternative is worse. It means the continual loss of human life.” 

To learn more about restorative justice from a Catholic perspective, please visit RestoreJustice.com. 

