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This is the first in a series of articles focused on helping share the important messages contained 

in this pastoral letter issued by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 

What is Racism? 
Racism arises when—either consciously or unconsciously—a person holds that his or her own 

race or ethnicity is superior, and therefore judges persons of other races or ethnicities as 

inferior and unworthy of equal regard. When this conviction or attitude leads individuals or 

groups to exclude, ridicule, mistreat, or unjustly discriminate against persons on the basis of 

their race or ethnicity, it is sinful. Racist acts are sinful because they violate justice. They reveal 

a failure to acknowledge the human dignity of the persons offended, to recognize them as the 

neighbors Christ calls us to love (Mt 22:39). 

Racism occurs because a person ignores the fundamental truth that, because all humans share 

a common origin, they are all brothers and sisters, all equally made in the image of God. When 

this truth is ignored, the consequence is prejudice and fear of the other, and—all too often—

hatred. 

Racism comes in many forms. It can be seen in deliberate, sinful acts. In recent times, we have 

seen bold expressions of racism by groups as well as individuals. The re-appearance of symbols 

of hatred, such as nooses and swastikas in public spaces, is a tragic indicator of rising racial and 

ethnic animus. Finally, too often racism comes in the form of the sin of omission, when 

individuals, communities, and even churches remain silent and fail to act against racial injustice 

when it is encountered. 

Racism can often be found in our hearts—in many cases placed there unwillingly or 

unknowingly by our upbringing and culture. As such, it can lead to thoughts and actions that we 

do not even see as racist, but nonetheless flow from the same prejudicial root. Consciously or 

subconsciously, this attitude of superiority can be seen in how certain groups of people are 

vilified, called criminals, or are perceived as being unable to contribute to society, even 

unworthy of its benefits. Racism can also be institutional, when practices or traditions are 

upheld that treat certain groups of people unjustly.  

What is needed, and what we are calling for, is a genuine conversion of heart, a conversion that 

will compel change, and the reform of our institutions and society. Conversion is a long road to 

travel for the individual. Moving our nation to a full realization of the promise of liberty, 

equality, and justice for all is even more challenging. However, in Christ we can find the 

strength and the grace necessary to make that journey. 


