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Less than two miles from my house in Concord, MA are two state prison facilities, one a 

medium security prison, also a minimum-security prison farm, together housing 1,350 of the 

poorest of the poor, crowded to twice the capacity they were built to hold.  Wisdom teachers 

have long taught that you can measure the humanity of a culture by how we treat the most 

vulnerable among us: including women, children, minorities, the poor, oppressed, the sick, 

homeless, those who mourn, the suffering, the broken-hearted, prisoners, captives and slaves.  

These prisoners are being oppressed by our government in my neighborhood.  By most measures 

the United States is one of the most inhumane cultures in the history of our planet.  Deep societal 

strife in 1960s and early 1970s, gave way to economic despair, stagnation and inflation in the 

1970s, which led to an every-person-for-themselves consumer mentality in the 1980s.  This led 

to a rise in drug use and urban crime making Americans afraid of each other, and especially 

afraid of inner city minorities, and the poor.  Michael Ames, whose February 2015 Harper’s 

Magazine article we have relied upon today, writes: “In the late 80s and early 90s violent crime 

was unrelenting.  For rich and poor alike, life in America’s big cities was marred by 

unprecedented numbers of murders, rapes, assaults, and robberies.  Crime was [the] top voter 

concern.”  Democrats lost to Republicans because they were seen to be soft on crime.  So in 

1994, Joe Biden, Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, authored a comprehensive get 

tough on crime law which spent $10 billion on new federal prisons, added 60 new capital crimes, 

created mandatory minimum sentences, mandatory drug testing on parolees, and curtailed Pell 

grant educational opportunities for prisoners and ex-prisoners.  Two years later President Bill 

Clinton earned his own get tough credentials by establishing the Community Oriented Policing 

Services (COPS) program funneling $1.5 billion annually to police departments nationwide.  

Now it is 20 years later, “the crime epidemic is a cultural relic,” yet the prison system continues 

to grow and destroy ever more lives, on a national and state level, and now even down to our 

local town jails. 

 

Local jails, once used as temporary holding facilities for a town drunk or local ne’er-do-wells, 

have become a vast network for locking up racial minorities and the poorest among us.  While 

2/3 of all prisoners on any given day are locked up in state and federal prisons, because our local 

jails lock up so many people for shorter periods, 95% of people who spend any time in jail each 

year spend it in the local jail.  The Vera Institute for Justice says, “[Jails] intended to house only 

those deemed to be a danger to society, or a flight risk before trial, have become massive 

warehouses primarily for those too poor to post even low bail or too sick for existing community 

resources to manage.  Most jail inmates—three out of five people—are legally presumed 

innocent, awaiting trial or resolution of their cases through plea negotiation in facilities that are 

often overcrowded, noisy, and chaotic.”  Wealthier and white folks are usually released the same 

day they are arrested, while poor folks and people of color can often spend 30 days in jail 
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waiting for charges against them to be resolved or dropped.  Such unforeseen detentions can 

have devastating effects on families, child care arrangements, and particularly on the income of 

the under and marginally employed.  The Pew Charitable Trust estimates that for a 45-year old 

person of color, 30 days spent in jail, even when not convicted, leads to a 40% drop in their 

expected annual earnings.  This is not innocent until proven guilty, instead it is a justice system 

that destroys working poor. 

 

If you ask people in Concord, MA about who is arrested here, most know it is mostly non-

Concord residents, people working in or passing through town, that get arrested in Concord, 

often on outstanding warrants issued other places.  Yet we still think of their experience as 

something akin to Andy Griffin in Mayberry, and probably well deserved.  In Concord we love 

to tell the story of Henry David Thoreau, a local advocate of civil disobedience, arrested by town 

sheriff Sam Staples for failing to pay his Mexican War tax.  So Henry and Sam play checkers 

behind the jail bars on Main Street, with Thoreau haranguing local residents, like his good friend 

Ralph Waldo Emerson who had dutifully paid his tax, about which was the higher moral calling, 

meeting your legal obligations or holding  your government accountable for its actions?  The 

next day Thoreau’s embarrassed aunt quietly paid the tax so Henry David could return to Walden 

Pond.  That is not how Concord’s jails operate anymore.  I was equally surprised to discover 

recently that most arrests in Brookline, and disproportionately those arrests of the poor and 

minorities, are also of non-Brookline residents.  In such cases it is often traffic violations by poor 

people passing through Brookline which ensnare them in a system of criminal justice that can 

completely destroy the lives and families of working poor and marginalized Americans.  This 

morning’s Boston Globe says about ¼ of Americans have arrest records, with 9% bearing felony 

convictions, and in certain inner city neighborhoods 90% of adults have arrest records.   

 

The Vera report says, “Nationally, African Americans are jailed at almost four times the rate of 

white Americans.  Despite making up only 13 percent of the U.S. population, African Americans 

account for 36 percent of the jail population.  Locally, disparities can be even starker: in New 

York City, for example, blacks are jailed at nearly 12 times the rate of whites, and Latinos more 

than five times the rate of whites.  Among the many disadvantaged people in jails, the largest 

group by far is people with mental illness.  Jails have been described as the ‘treatment of last 

resort’ for those who are mentally ill and as ‘de facto mental hospitals’ because they fill the 

vacuum created by the shuttering of state psychiatric hospitals and other efforts to 

deinstitutionalize people with serious mental illness during the 1970s, which occurred without 

creating adequate resources to care for those displaced in the community.”  While only 3% of 

men and 5% of women in America have been diagnosed with a serious mental illness, those 

percentages are 15% of men and 31% of women in jails.  And while only 9% of the American 

population has diagnosable substance abuse disorders, 68% of inmates have substance use 

disorders.  

 

So the world’s largest peacetime incarceration apparatus, known as the American criminal 

justice system, has become an ever more efficient way to regulate and tax the poor, to fund 

underfunded local governments, while creating investment opportunities for the rich, at a cost of 
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disrupting the lives of the marginalized, the poor, and the oppressed, and giving yet a new form 

to ongoing racism, oppression, and cultural war in America.  Michael Ames writes: “In rural 

America, where manufacturing is gutted, agriculture consolidated, and downtowns sit fallow, 

prisons do more than provide much needed jobs.  The federal census makes no distinction 

between the free and the jailed in its population counts, and a few thousand inmates can help a 

district gain political clout for schools, roads, or any number of voter-pleasing projects.”  

Concord, MA has a free population of over 16,000 adults, the majority of whom are white and 

wealthy, yet the US census includes 1,350 prisoners, mostly racial minorities and the poor, in our 

town statistics, making us look like a larger and much more diverse community when it comes to 

government funding.  We benefit at their expense and yet seldom see them.  

 

The Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC) has begun a major campaign to release 

the hundreds of refugee children and their mothers currently imprisoned in for-profit jails in the 

Southwestern United States.  The New York Times recently reported on these temporary jails 

under the headline The Shame of America’s Family Detention Camps.  The UUSC says 

“Malnourishment and severe sickness are common among children in the camps…  Refugee 

children around the world cross borders into neighboring countries to seek safe haven…  There 

is currently a mass exodus of women and children fleeing violence in Central America and 

arriving in the United States seeking refuge.  Our administration’s answer is to imprison them, 

often for months at a time, until a decision is made on whether or not to grant them asylum in the 

United States.  If deported [back into violence], their fate is unknown; these women and children 

face brutal persecution in their countries.”  Many of these children crossed the border to join 

extended family members living here legally, so have homes that would welcome them if we just 

granted them asylum.  Instead we lock them up in underfunded, overcrowded foster care prisons.  

And current negotiations in Congress are calling for hundreds of millions more to be spent on for 

profit prisons in Texas, at $300 per day per child, so we can hold more of them even longer.  

 

Human Rights activist Rachel Gore Freed visited the Karnes detention center in Karnes City, 

Texas on behalf of the UUSC and here is what she found:  Refugee women and children being 

held in prison conditions; more sick children then doctors to treat their fevers; when children do 

see a doctor, their mothers are not told what diagnosis or medicines are given.  Unsuitable food 

leading to many children not eating, becoming malnourished, and losing weight.  Low quality 

drinking water, with the guards all drinking bottled water, so nursing mothers are unable to 

remain hydrated enough to nurse.  Babies are not allowed to crawl, they must be held by their 

mothers at all times, which prevents children from learning to crawl, pull themselves up, and 

otherwise developing normally.  This is a clear attempt to destroy the quality of life for those 

detained.  

    

America has become the world’s greatest enslaver of humans, depriving of freedom a higher % 

of our adults and children population than other country, and using this enslavement to drive 

substantial portions of our economy again.  Make no mistake, our criminal justice system is a 

major factor in ongoing oppression of racial and cultural minorities, and destruction of the 

families and lives of the poorest of the poor in our society.  Lillie Williams spoke about the 
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JOBS NOT JAILS campaign to begin to address these problems through repealing mandatory 

drug sentences, reducing low-level felonies such as shoplifting or petty theft to misdemeanors, 

considering the state of health of a prisoner in determining where they will serve their sentence, 

and ending collateral sanctions through the registry of motor vehicles (where excess fees prevent 

ex-convicts from driving legally in our state).  Beyond this they are also seeking humane limits 

on the use of solitary confinement to try and control inmate behaviors and bail reform that will 

allow more racial minorities and working poor to keep their jobs if arrested. 

 

Radically shrinking the prison and jail populations in MA could save the commonwealth 

hundreds of millions of dollars each year and avoid $2 billion in forecasted new prison and jail 

construction over the next two decades.  This legislation proposes using some of those savings to 

create a Jobs and Schools Trust fund to help those same population groups that have been so 

often arrested and incarcerated through: job training; provision of transitional jobs and pre-

apprenticeship program to prepare people and place them in good, living-wage jobs; and more 

youth jobs for those in the inner city.  It includes initiatives to create new jobs through social 

enterprises, coops, and businesses working with people who face significant barriers to 

permanent employment, as well as evidence-based programs to keep young people in school to 

get an education that better prepares them for today’s workplace. 

 

Next Saturday (3/14), at First Parish UU in Arlington, MA, there will be a workshop sponsored 

by EPOCA, Mystic Valley NAACP, Families against Mandatory Minimums, and UU 

congregations which will focus on parole reform, restorative justice, bail reform, and mandatory 

minimum sentences.  Details for the workshop are in your order of service.  It is our chance to 

join the already over 1000 Massachusetts UUs who have decided this is an important moral issue 

for today.  If we affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person, who is our 

neighbor?  If we affirm and promote justice, equity, and compassion in human relations, what do 

we owe each other?  How can we as Unitarian Universalists bind up the broken, let the captives 

go free, use the oil of gladness to dissolve all suffering, and build the Promised Land we seek?  

How can we ensure that the marginalized and oppressed, the immigrant and the desperately poor, 

experience a land where justice rolls down like water, and peace becomes an ever flowing 

stream?  Our special collection to support such legislation, next Saturday’s legislative workshop, 

and the April 14 UU Advocacy Day at the statehouse are important first steps along this journey.  

I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 

 


