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Introduction 

 Louisiana is the nation's mass incarceration capitol. The burden of our outsized incarceral 
system is too often borne by vulnerable communities and families. Our goal is to reduce the harm 
of the criminal legal system while also shrinking its reach and negative impact on Louisiana 
families.   

 We need YOU to get involved and make a difference. This year the Louisiana legislature 
will consider HB216, which will ensure debt free justice for all Louisiana youth and their 
families. It is crucial that lawmakers and neighbors hear from you. 

 As a person of faith, you can initiate a dialogue regarding the causes of crime and suggest 
structures needed to prevent youth from becoming engaged in the cycle of violence. The long 
term goal of our commitment to community is to offer young offenders hope and alternatives to 
a lifetime as a hardened criminal, while society implements more fully the principles of 
restorative justice. 

 This toolkit is designed for juvenile justice advocates who hope to engage local faith 
communities to ensure #DebtFreeJustice. As you think about possible faith leaders in your 
community, please take a moment to review the contents of this packet. 

 The third page, Finding People of Faith, provides information on how to effectively 
identify potential faith leaders—whether they are in your own faith community or one that you 
are seeking to engage for the first time. 

 After you have located faith communities, the fourth page, Sample Introduction Letter, 
can be used to introduce #DebtFreeJustice to a prospective leader. 

 Once you have made contact with faith leaders, the next page, Tools for Faith Leaders, 
provides resources that they can give directly to their community members. Among those 
resources is the Sample Bulletin on the following page. 

 The Activities page offers a number of different ways to use the week as a chance to 
engage faith leaders. 

 Any faith leaders interested in becoming more involved in advocating for youth, put in 
touch with Ubuntu Village (information listed on the Contact Information page). 

 Finally, the last page, Faith Community Involvement, provides a way for you to keep track 
of faith communities that advocate on behalf of justice system reform. You should keep track of 
these communities for future engagement.  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Finding People of Faith 

Your Faith Community 

• Talk with your own faith leader – #DebtFreeJustice provides the perfect opportunity 
to begin a conversation about youth sentencing in your own community. Try to 
schedule a meeting with your faith leader to discuss the need for reform. 

• Post a bulletin in your faith community – If you are not able to talk with your faith 
leader, post the bulletin attached below in your place of worship to inform your faith 
community about juvenile justice. Include your contact information and try to gather 
a group for discussion. 

Finding a Faith Community 

• Search online for social justice based faith communities – a quick search on Google can 
provide you with a list of faith communities and faith leaders to contact in your area. 
Keywords to consider in your search: 

- Prison Ministry – faith organizations that work with prison ministry are often 
receptive to messaging regarding youth sentencing. 

- Homeless Shelter – faith-based organizations that provide services to the 
homeless recognize the importance of working for people that society has 
marginalized. These communities may also be willing to talk about 
#DebtFreeJustice 

- LGBT Community – faith communities that are welcoming to the LGBT 
community are often open to other progressive movements such as prison 
and sentencing reform. 

• Search online for youth groups – look for local youth-based organizations such as faith 
youth groups or afterschool programs. Young people are valuable energetic allies. 
Share information about #DebtFreeJustice with their leaders and ask them to do the 
same with their youth. 

• Michelle Alexander – has written a new book entitled “The New Jim Crow: Mass 
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness.” She has also been on a speaking tour. See 
if she has spoken at faith communities in your area—these organizations would likely 
be interested in learning more about #DebtFreeJustice  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Sample Introduction Letter 
Use this as a form letter/e-mail or as a guide for a phone conversation with a 
faith leader 

[Date] 
Dear [Name of Faith Leader], 
  My name is [your name], and I am writing to you to inform you about the 
campaign to end Juvenile Court fines and fees, #DebtFreeJustice. [If appropriate mention 
your association with the faith community, i.e. “My name is Daniel and I have been a 
member for 11 years”]. It is an opportunity to speak to our faith community about the 
need for reform.  
  Louisiana is the nation's mass incarceration capitol. The burden of our outsized 
incarceral system is too often borne by vulnerable communities and families. Our goal is 
to reduce the harm of the criminal legal system while also shrinking its reach and 
negative impact on Louisiana families.  
  This year the Louisiana legislature will consider HB216, which will ensure debt 
free justice for all Louisiana youth and their families. It is crucial that lawmakers and 
neighbors hear from us. 

  As people of faith, we can initiate a dialogue regarding the causes of crime and   
 suggest structures needed to prevent youth from becoming engaged in the cycle of   
 violence. The long term goal of our commitment to community is to offer young offenders 
 hope and alternatives to a lifetime as a hardened criminal, while society implements   
 more fully the principles of restorative justice. 

  Our faith tells us that children should not be judged nor indebted for the rest of 
their lives based on their greatest failures. As people of faith, we have a moral 
responsibility to advocate for the most vulnerable in our society—even those convicted of 
serious crimes. Our society should uphold our children’s dignity and human rights, rather 
than discard them for life. 
  #DebtFreeJustice is designed to raise awareness about, and inspire action around, 
juvenile justice policies that undermine our faith. I would like to invite you, and your 
faith community to join us in prayer and service to end Juvenile Court fines and fees. 
  Enclosed in this letter is a list of activities and ways in which your [our] 
congregation can get involved. I will be able to provide you with any additional materials 
that may be helpful to participate in the week. 
  Thank you for considering this invitation to participate in the #DebtFreeJustice 
campaign. Please contact me at the following phone number (XXX) XXX – XXXX, or write 
back to me at the following address: XXXXXXX@xxx.xxx 

Thank you, [Your Name]  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Tools for Faith Leaders 
Fast facts about #DebtFreeJustice: 

• Administrative fees harm children and families. "Funding courts through fees, 
costs, and taxes entrenches poverty and racial disparities." - Louisiana 
Commission on Justice System Funding  

• The group most likely to pay administrative fees are middle-aged African-
American women with no criminal histories.  

• Administrative fees are costly and place undue burden on local parishes. $1.15 
to pursue each dollar of assessed fees, costs, and taxes. Statewide, over 94% of 
all fees are uncollectable.  

• $4,039.53. Exorbitant fees like this one force low-income families to choose 
between paying administrative fees and feeding their family. 

• Administrative fees increase recidivism. Administrative fees are a barrier to 
successful reentry and counterproductive to the interests of children, families, 
and local jurisdictions. 

• The likelihood of continued interaction with the system for youth assessed fees 
was 27.3% compared to 21.5% for those not assessed fees.  

• 38% of those assigned administrative fees, committed at least one crime in 
order to pay them.  

• African American children made up 81% of Office of Juvenile Justice 
admissions but only 32% of Louisiana's population.  

For sample sermons and prayers which mention juvenile justice, follow 
these links: 

For a Jewish Prayer: 
http://healingjusticecoalition.org/documents/Jewish_Prayer.pdf 

For an Islamic Prayer: 
http://healingjusticecoalition.org/documents/Islamic_Sermon.pdf 

For Christian Prayers: 
http://healingjusticecoalition.org/documents/Prayers_of_Faithful_Christian.pdf 

http://healingjusticecoalition.org/documents/Prayer_for_Justice.pdf 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Sample #DebtFreeJustice 
Bulletin 

  Ubuntu Village and their partners invite you to take part in the #DebtFreeJustice 
campaign to end Juvenile Court fines and fees. #DebtFreeJustice serves as an opportunity 
to unite congregations of all faith traditions nationwide to raise awareness of individual, 
community, and social needs arising from the current justice system’s impact on youth. It 
is is a call to open our hearts and minds through prayer, education, service, and advocacy. 
  Louisiana is the nation's mass incarceration capitol. The burden of our outsized 
incarceral system is too often borne by vulnerable communities and families. Our goal is 
to reduce the harm of the criminal legal system while also shrinking its reach and 
negative impact on Louisiana families.  
  This year the Louisiana legislature will consider HB216, which will ensure debt 
free justice for all Louisiana youth and their families. It is crucial that lawmakers and 
neighbors hear from us. 

 Please consider taking action in some of the ways listed below. 

5 ways to take action 
1. Join advocates calling for #DebtFreeJustice. Follow our work on social 

media and at DeftFreeJusticeLA.com 
2. Support legislation to ensure #DebtFreeJustice. Email: 

ubuntuvillagenola@gmail.com for a legislative action kit. 
3. Host a House Party for #DebtFreeJustice, virtually if needed. Find more at 

THIS LINK 
4. Encourage faith leaders to push for #DebtFreeJustice using the tools in 

our Faith Leaders Toolkit, available at DeftFreeJusticeLA.com 
5. Begin the conversation within your community about the manner in which 

we treat youth convicted of crimes in the United States. You can use our 
website for pointers. DeftFreeJusticeLA.com 

For more information on the #DebtFreeJustice campaign, visit our website at 
DeftFreeJusticeLA.com 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Activities 

• Place a bulletin in your faith organization’s newsletter 
• Discuss juvenile justice in your weekly faith service [see fast 
facts on pg 5] 
• Post a flyer in your place of worship [download at 
DebtFreeJusticeLA.com] 
• Host a candle-light vigil in your faith community by speaking 
with your faith leader about the possibility of having an event in 
remembrances of youth in the justice system. 
• Host a discussion after a faith service in your community about 
juvenile justice fines and fees. 
• Write a letter to your local representatives asking them to 
support HB 216. 
• Support neighborhood groups that work to reform the Juvenile 
Justice System. 
• Provide spiritual, material, or emotional assistance to those re- 
entering society, both youth and adult.  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For any additional questions 
or comments please contact: 

Ernest Johnson  
Ubuntu Village 

2021 South Dupre St, New Orleans LA 70125 
⦁ ubuntuvillagenola@gmail.com ⦁ 504-345-8259 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Responsive Faith Communities 
Keep track of faith communities you work with for future engagement 

Faith Leader Community Address Contact 
Information
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