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 We all like to see others punished when they do something 
seriously wrong. Most of us probably even secretly like it to see others 
punished for their much lesser offenses, too. We love punishment 
because when we support it, we feel like we are fighting evil. The more 
punishment, the less evil. But is that really true? 
 
 A growing area in the justice field in recent decades is known as 
‘restorative justice.’ Restorative justice correctly points out that 
punishment does not necessarily lessen evil. In fact, it can actually 
increase it. This is not to say that there isn’t a place for any punishment 
for those who commit serious crimes. But restorative justice does say 
that punishing the offender can possibly increase evil because all people 
deserve respect, including offenders. Whenever our punishment of 
offenders is punitive or excessive, we are increasing evil. Furthermore, 
whenever we punish offenders who were once a victim themselves and 
could never get the help they need, we continue to trap them in the 
cycle of retribution. All of this tells us that punishment, crime, and 
wrongdoing is more complicated than we think. 
 

Instead of simply imposing punishments, restorative justice asks a 
different set of questions. It asks what the offender can do to make 
things right to the victim, concretely and symbolically. It asks how all 
involved can constructively participate in the healing process. It asks 
how offenders can find supportive environments to turn their lives 



around before things get worse. These questions sound a lot more 
God-like to me. 

 
God is much more into restoration than punishment. In this 

season of Lent, which begins today, we are invited to consider a God 
who never gives up on us. Even when we fail, even seriously, God still 
loves us. As the prophet Joel said in our First Reading, “gracious and 
merciful is he, slow to anger, rich in kindness, and relenting in 
punishment.” In case we still aren’t convinced of God’s infinite love and 
mercy for us, Joel continues, “perhaps God will again relent and leave 
behind him a blessing.” In the face of our repeated sinfulness, God 
refuses to punish us. Actually, God does the opposite and blesses us 
instead. 
 
 Fighting evil is more than just punishing people, but about restoring 
people. 
 
 Do I like to see other people be punished? Have I given up on 
someone as irredeemable? Have I called someone hopeless? How can I 
be an agent for restoration? 
 
 As we continue with this mass, let us reconsider our thoughts and 
feelings on punishment. Punishment does further damage not only to 
the offender, but as restorative justice points out, to the community 
and maybe the victim as well.  
 

May our communities be restorative and more like God, who is 
rich in kindness, relenting in punishment, and leaves behind him a 
blessing. 


