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Church and Racism: Toward a More 
Fraternal Society and Brothers and 

Sisters to Us

► Church and Racism: Toward a More Fraternal Society
► Promulgated by the Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace in 1988.

► Brothers and Sisters to Us
► Promulgated by the U.S. Catholic Bishops in 1979.



History of Racism in U.S.A.

► Historical oppression against specific cultures
► Prejudice against immigrants, as well as those of a different shade of skin

► Slavery
► Ancient era: mostly based on social status

► Modern era: mostly based on color

► 20th Century
► Jim Crow laws (1870’s to 1950’s)

► Ku Klux Klan

► Internment of Japanese-Americans



Church and Racism: Toward a More 
Fraternal Society

► Movements towards a better future
► Popes have resisted and spoken against the evils of racism

► Pope Paul III denounced slavery as it developed out of the age of exploration: no one 
can “be deprived of their freedom and their possessions-regardless of contrary 
allegations-even if they are not Christians and that, on the contrary, they must be left 
to enjoy their freedom and their possessions” (The Church and Racism, 7).

► Pope Urban VIII excommunicated those who kept Indian Slaves.

► Pope Leo XIII denounced slavery and in his 1888 encyclical In Plurimis he 
congratulated Brazil for having abolished slavery.

► United Nations
► Declared “Decade to combat racism and racial discrimination” in 1973 and 1983, 

respectively.

► Commission on Human Rights established since 1946.



Brothers and Sisters To Us

► Economic imbalance influenced the document
► “Racism and economic oppression are distinct but 

interrelated forces which dehumanize our society” 
(Brothers and Sisters To Us).

► “There was a subtle form of racism that permeated the 
society and pushed minorities to the margins of society 
in the nation. As economic pressures tightened they slip 
farther into the cycle of poverty, deprivation, 
ignorance, disease, and crime” (ibid.).

► Third of three documents written in response to racism
► Racial Discrimination and the Christian Conscience (1958)
► Statement on Racial Crisis (1968)



The Sin of 
Racism

AN ATTACK ON HUMAN 
DIGNITY



Human Dignity (Church and Racism)

► Human dignity requires that every human, victim and oppressor be 
treated with love and respect as children of God.
► God’s image confers dignity on all humans, implying equality

► The entire human race is one family, as descendants of Adam and Eve

► Victims of discrimination ought to be defended, preferably non-violently

► Victims of racism should not take part in violence which constitutes in itself 
a form of racism, but rather they should work toward the banishment of 
hatred



Human Dignity (Brothers and Sisters to Us)

► “Therefore, let the Church proclaim to all that the sin of racism defiles the 
image of God and degrades the sacred dignity of humankind which has 
been revealed by the mystery of the Incarnation,” (Brothers and Sisters to 
Us, The Sin of Racism).

► The sin is social in nature in that each of us, in varying degrees, is 
responsible. 

► Today in our country men, woman, and children are being denied 
opportunities for full participation in the advancement in our society 
because of race.  



The Timelessness 
of Racism

RACISM IN THE MODERN 
WORLD



Forms of Racism Today (Church and 
Racism)

► Forms of racism today: 
► One race against another particularly dealing with immigration: institutionalized 

racism (The Church and Racism, 9), ethnocentricity (The Church and Racism, 
12), “ethnocide” (The Church and Racism, 12), spontaneous racism (The 
Church and Racism, 14). 

► Racism and discrimination against one’s own race: “new form of slavery” (The 
Church and Racism, 13)

► Topics of concern for the future of racism: “unknown racism of the future” (eg. 
abortion and IVF) (The Church and Racism, 16)



The Inheritance of Racism (Brothers 
and Sisters to Us)

► Racism has been in the social fabric of our country since colonialism. “Racism 
obscures the evils of the past and denies the burdens that history has placed upon 
the shoulders of our black, Hispanic, Native American, and Asian brothers and sisters. 
An honest look at the past makes plain the need for restitution wherever possible - 
makes evident the justice of restoration and redistribution.” (ibid).

► Racism is apparent in housing patterns in major cities and suburbs and in noticing that 
a  large population of our prisons consist disproportionately of minorities. (ibid)

► Racism becomes apparent  when unemployment figures are examined. An alarming 
proportion of "tomorrow’s adults” were cut off from gainful employment and forced 
into segregated school systems. (Brothers and Sisters to Us, Racism is a Fact)

► Decades of denied access to opportunities have been a crushing burden for minority 
families. (ibid).



Response of the 
Individual, 
Society, and the 
Church

SEEKING THE COMMON 
GOOD



Individual Response

► “Recognition of fraternity is not enough. One must go on to effective 
solidarity between all, in particular between rich and poor” (The 
Church and Racism, 23).

► Laws are not enough to recognize the dignity of one’s neighbors; 
racism must be eradicated in the heart (The Church and Racism, 24).

► As individuals we should try to influence the attitudes of others, 
including members of our own families,  by rejecting racial attitudes, 
stereotypes, racial slurs and jokes (Brothers and Sister to Us, Our Personal 
Lives). 

► We should learn more about how social structures inhibit the economic, 
educational, and social advancement of the poor (ibid.).

► “We should join in the person commitment to join with others in political 
efforts to bring about justice for the victims of such deprivation,” (ibid).



Societal Response

► Education is imperative, since racial prejudice often arises from ignorance; 
racial diversity in a person’s educational experience can be enriching (The 
Church and Racism, 28).

► The laws of the state must protect everyone from unjust discrimination, 
including non-citizens, and in particular in regard to labor laws (The Church 
and Racism, 29).

► Individuals move on many levels and each of us are called to speak in 
different settings (Brothers and Sisters To Us, Society at Large). 

► We must fight for the new goals of racial economic justice with courage 
(ibid). 

► We need to examine our relationship with other nations racial differences 
should not interfere with our dealing justly and peacefully with all other 
nations. The private sector should promote genuine development in poor 
societies, not mere consumerism and materialism (ibid).  



Church’s Response

► Christ reconciled people of all religions and all races; His Church is meant 
for all races (The Church and Racism, 21).

► The Catholic Church is truly universal, encompassing all cultures and races 
(The Church and Racism, 22).

► The USCCB recommends that:
► “Care should be taken to foster vocations among minority groups. Training for 

the priesthood, the permanent diaconate, and religious life should not entail 
an abandonment of culture and traditions or a loss of radical identity but 
should seek ways in which culture and traditions might contribute to that 
training,” (Brothers and Sisters to Us, Our Community Church).

► Catholic institutions review policies to see that they conform to the Church’s 
teaching on justice for workers and their rights, in pertinent to race (ibid.). 

► Leadership training programs be established (ibid.).

► The continuation and expansion of Catholic Schools in the inner cities and 
other disadvantaged areas (ibid.). 



Continuity with other Catholic Social 
Teaching Documents 

► “This social order requires constant improvement. It must be founded on 
truth, built on justice and animated by love; in freedom it should grow 
every day toward a more humane balance. An improvement in attitudes 
and abundant changes in society will have to take place if these 
objectives are to be gained” (Gaudium et Spes, 26).

► The “economic instability” has given rise to racism, but the root of the 
problem is a moral and religious. “The reeducation of mankind must be, 
above all things, spiritual and religious” (Summi Pontificatum, 83).



Response

► Racial tendencies got worse because of globalization, ethnic violence, 
and nationalism.

► Brothers and Sisters to Us
► 18% of all diocesan archbishops have condemned the sin or racism. 36% of 

American Catholics said they had heard a sermon condemning racism in the 
past 3 years.

► In the 25 years since the document White Catholics have exhibited diminished 
support for governmental policies aimed at reducing racial inequality. It 
appears to diminish most dramatically in the late 1980s. 


