
A s a restorative justice practitioner, I believe in the 
importance of dialogue, openness, and vulnerability. 
These are required in order to name our truths, to 
be truth-tellers, and to create brave spaces so that 

nothing is left unsaid. When engaging in restorative justice, all the 
people who are impacted or affected in any way are part of the 
conversation. The intention and commitment to move forward 
and heal is there, even in the midst of the tears, anger, challenge, 
and potential opposition. And this happens not only on an 
individual level, but potentially on the societal level. Restorative 
justice can help heal even giant societal relational breaks. 

I recently facilitated a restorative circle of educators 
where one person reflected, “I had no idea that my coworker 
experienced that form of racism when she was a young girl. 
It makes me more aware of things to look out for with my 
elementary students in class.” To me, this powerful statement 
serves as an example of an individual’s desire to end the trauma 
created by the insidious nature of racism. 

If we truly desire to solve society’s biggest problems through 
reconciliation and the implementation of restorative justice, we 
need to act toward reconciliation and move towards rebuilding 
broken relationships. We must acknowledge that we cannot undo 
harms that have taken place, many caused by our ancestors, but 
we can address them and stare at them straight on, faithfully 
seeking to make right what has been wronged in the past. And 
we must listen. Listen to the harm that has taken place without 
dismissing the voices of individuals and communities. Finally, 
we must seek to understand and to be better.

I accompanied a young woman through the Rite of Christian 
Initiation while she was held in custody at the local correctional 
facility. She wanted to receive the sacraments before she was 
transferred to prison, and we were both determined to help her 
move forward in faith while she prepared to put in the time for 
the harm she had caused and the offense she had committed. 

During this time, she worked on repairing the broken relation-
ships in her life, practiced her own truth-telling, and gave voice 
to her trauma that had otherwise been left unsaid. She also ac-
knowledged the lasting trauma she caused others and commit-
ted to becoming better. 

An element of hope underlay this entire process. And this is 
what keeps me going as a chaplain and restorative justice practi-
tioner. It is hope that gets me in the car after a long day of  work 
visiting the local correctional facility. It is hope that gives me 
the energy I need to put together scripture reflections and Bible 
studies: hope that the Holy Spirit may transform the hearts of 
all whom I will encounter in that weekly hour and a half visit.

Because of this hope, I believe that it is possible for a nation 
or society to truly reconcile and make reparations for harm done 
in the past, especially for things such as Indigenous boarding 
schools or crimes against the environment. Is it possible? Yes. 
Will it take time? Yes. Will it be easy? No. 

As a society, we are faced with the choice of how we want to 
move forward. Do we want to move forward without remember-
ing the past? That is impossible. Part of restorative justice is re-
pairing the harms that have taken place, and on a societal level, we 
as individuals are responsible for ensuring that the harmful parts 
of history do not repeat, thereby affecting generations to come.

I am often struck by Howard Zehr’s first statement in “10 
ways to live restoratively,” a blog post on his website: “Take re-
lationships seriously, envisioning yourself in an interconnected 
web of people, institutions and the environment.” Restorative 
justice, as opposed to criminal justice, focuses on relationships. 
When we truly realize and recognize that each one of us is made 
in the image and likeness of God and that we each have inherent 
dignity and are worthy of respect, then things will be different. 
If we choose to live restoratively and see ourselves in this “inter-
connected web,” then things will be different. 

Once we see our relationships as intertwined in this way, we 
realize, “If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one 
member is honored, all rejoice together with it” (1 Cor. 12:26, 
NRSV). But we cannot get there if we are stuck in a tangled 
web of blame, shame, and punishment. Instead, reconciliation 
is only possible if we shift our focus to repair, rebuilding, and 
restoring relationships that have been broken—even across de-
cades and generations.

Relationships are severed. Our society is divided. And yet 
reconciliation is possible. Restorative justice does not require 
forgiveness, but it does ask that we engage in the process and 
start taking steps towards healing. Just maybe, forgiveness will 
be in the faint distance and may come as part of the healing pro-
cess. Restorative justice believes that everyone is redeemable. It 
is possible once we as a society come back to the truth that we 
belong to one another and are interconnected in this web of life.
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“We can never move forward 
without remembering the past; we 
do not progress without an honest 
and unclouded memory.”

—POPE FRANCIS,  FRATELLI TUTTI 
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