Sacramento, June 30, 2009

My name is Father Michael Kennedy, and I am a Jesuit and Executive Director of Jesuit Restorative Justice Initiative.  


In Psalm 33, we hear;

 A horse is a vain hope for deliverance; despite all its strength it cannot save. 

But the eyes of the LORD are on those whose hope is in his unfailing love;

After working in El Salvador during the height of its Civil War in the 80s, and ministering to Dolores Mission Church in the barrio of Boyle Heights throughout the 90s, I witnessed firsthand the scourge of violence and the brokenness of community.  

In June 2000, fifth-grader Stephanie Raygoza was killed by a stray bullet from a drive-by shooting in front of her home.  I witnessed Stephanie’s family absorb this pain, and I walked with a community devastated by bloodshed.

CONVERSELY, I witnessed firsthand the building up of peace and the healing of community. 

LATER in the year 2000, Stephanie’s mother Norma and other women from the community drew from a deep place of hope to make their neighborhood safer.  These women developed a community policing project and got more street lights in the neighborhood.  

I asked Norma where she got this strength.  She told me she was either going to hate or to love for the rest of her life.  She chose to LOVE.  She didn’t want any other child to die, and she didn’t want the death of the person who killed her daughter.   Norma told me that she forgave him.  

I am here because WE SEEM TO BE MOVING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION.  We are stepping in the right direction when we MOVE AWAY FROM SENTENCING YOUTH TO DIE IN PRISON.  LIFE WITH POSSIBILITIES is the right direction.  

As Chaplain for Juvenile Hall in Sylmar, youth want to tell me one thing: THEY BEG FOR FORGIVENESS; THEY ARE DEEPLY SORRY FOR WHAT THEY DID; THEY NEED OUR HELP TO GROW UP.   And I BELIEVE THEY DESERVE A SECOND CHANCE.

These children that we are sentencing to die in prison are not someone else’s children – they are God’s children, California’s children; our children.  

WE ALL HAVE A RIGHT TO SAFETY AND SECURITY.  But tougher laws cannot be the absolute solution.  Sentencing youth to die in prison does not make California safer.  It’s a delusion for temporary relief; it is a stain on the soul of our state.  

We cannot solve the problem of crime and violence by sentencing children to die in prison.  This doesn’t restore safety, nor does this restore hope.  

Today, California has the opportunity to HEED THE SPIRIT OF LOVE and give children what they deserve – LIFE WITH POSSIBILITIES.  

I am here because WE ARE TAKING RESPONSIBILITY IN IMPROVING THE CHARACTER OF CALIFORNIA, and TOGETHER WE WILL RESTORE HOPE.  This is not easy; but nothing is impossible with God.  

The Union-Tribute Editorial Board believes that Senate Bill 399 deserves support and stated, “If anyone is capable of redemption for the crime of murder, SURELY IT IS CHILDREN.  Shouldn’t they deserve at least a shot at it?”

As I have deep hope in our children, I HOPE IN YOU TODAY.  

   
