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Chapter 1 
Introduction


Love is creative and redemptive. Love builds up and unites; hate tears down and destroys. The aftermath of the “fight with fire” method which you suggest is bitterness and chaos, the aftermath of the love method is reconciliation and creation of the beloved community.

—Martin Luther King Jr.1

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. offers the ultimate vision of community, where all of humankind is in right relationship with one another. However, for many of us, this vision feels desperately out of reach. Whether we are personally impacted by violence, broadly concerned about oppression and injustice, or simply feeling hurt and isolated, genuine connection with others may feel distant or elusive. Simultaneously, many of us can recall moments when mutual care and respect prevailed in a group—moments of comfort, celebration, and yes, even suffering. These are places and spaces where each person is honored and cherished in their wholeness (brokenness included), where goodwill resonates, even amid diversity of thought, experience, and background.

2
These occasions offer us glimpses of the beloved community, which Dr. King described as a “society where caring and compassion drive political policies that support the worldwide elimination of poverty and hunger and all forms of bigotry and violence. At its core, the ‘Beloved Community’ is an engine of reconciliation.”2 The idea of a beloved community is also demonstrated in the African concept of ubuntu, roughly meaning “I am because we are.”3 In Zulu tradition, this philosophy acknowledges “the humanity of man,”4 and in Bantu it roughly translates as “humanity.”

Dr. King started speaking about the concept of a beloved community after the Montgomery bus boycott of the 1950s. This idea continued to surface in other speeches throughout his life. Dr. King wasn’t just sharing lofty ideas when he discussed the beloved community. He really believed that such a community is achievable when everyone feels valued, all members have a voice, people have a sense of belonging, and oppression is no more. Today, the idea of a beloved community paints a picture of what it means to be our best selves, as individuals and in relationship with one another, in various groups.


Years ago, I lived in a tight-knit city block. We looked out for each other and were proud of being multigenerational, multiethnic, and diverse. One day, a friend called me about a news story: a teenage girl had hidden her pregnancy, placed her newborn in the garbage, and left the child for dead. The baby was miraculously found alive. I insisted it couldn’t be anyone from my neighborhood—I 3knew my neighbors too well. But later I learned the baby’s father was my neighbor’s grandson, and the couple had been living there quietly.

For a while, I wrestled with thoughts of what to do. Unfortunately, I gave in to the voices of “minding my own business” and did nothing.

How could I have been a better neighbor? I ask myself that now all the time.

—Sheryl



Community and Restorative Justice

Restorative justice offers a pathway to realizing these visions of community because the practices and principles offer a reconciling response to harm as well as a framework for nurturing trust, connection, and resilience in ways that also help to prevent harm in the first place. Often the three parties named in a restorative process are “victim,” “offender,” and “community.” Considerable attention is rightly dedicated to centering and amplifying the needs and obligations of people most directly impacted by or involved in the harm at hand.

Though frequently named, less attention is focused on the experiences or roles of community members who are witnesses of the harm, adjacent to it, or indirectly impacted by it. The result is that “community” is loosely defined. This ambiguity allows for flexibility and creativity, but can also lead to confusion and disengagement. Community members may rightly ask themselves questions like: What is my role in this situation? How do I understand my own reactions and feelings within the bigger story of what is happening? Have I done my best to support possibilities 4for justice and healing? Often, it is hard to “know your lane.” Between “minding one’s business” and being “in someone’s business” is the business of being a good neighbor and playing a role in preventing and repairing harm. Whether one is a family member, friend, neighbor, concerned citizen, or system actor, the range of needs, obligations, and opportunities to engage with restorative justice processes are vast.

This book aims to explore restorative justice and community as a nested model that includes multiple levels of relationships—individual, interpersonal, communal, and societal. Each level represents different restorative work:


	Individual explores one’s interior life through inner work, personal reflection, and consideration of one’s personal gifts and areas for growth;

	Interpersonal is concerned with restorative responses to harm, including identifying harm and the person(s) impacted and opportunities or desires for repair and engaging with restorative responses in various ways to support people directly impacted by harm;

	Communal focuses on restorative communities, through which the groups and affiliations within which we operate, including those that are institutional or organizational, commit to an ethic of restorative justice;

	Societal represents the beloved community, the destination toward which individual, interpersonal, and communal restorative justice build.



5[image: Four concentric circles, each inside the next, with labels from the center outward: Individual inner work, Restorative responses to harm, Restorative communities, Beloved community.]
In this exploration, we will aim to add clarity to questions like:


	What is community?

	What are barriers to community that restorative justice may overcome?

	What are the signposts of a community that is on a journey to become more restorative?

	What are the roles and responsibilities of community members in responding to harm restoratively and building restorative community?




6
While walking with my family one day, neighbors relayed that a young man had been fatally shot at the apartment complex just around the corner. A bystander restrained the shooter until police arrived. Then, when returning to our house, I watched as my middle-aged neighbor was met by a group of young people who embraced her as she screamed. My neighbor’s firstborn son, father of her two-year-old grandchild, had been killed.

Part of me wanted to rush over. Another voice inside me said, “It’s not your place.” She was with loved ones. I had my small children in tow—there was no way for me to be helpful in that moment. But as I returned home, moved through dinner and bedtime, and eventually lay in bed, I wondered and prayed: What is mine to do?

—Caitlin



Who Is This Little Book for?

This book is for people who want to discern when to show up and how to be as supportive as possible to fellow community members, especially when harm occurs. And it is for those who want to develop a greater sense of belonging within their communities and among their constituent groups. This book is also for restorative justice practitioners, as it may complement their existing approaches to community member participation and create a springboard for further exploration of this topic. Finally, for supporters of restorative practices, we hope that the learnings shared here may ignite fresh ideas for community engagement.

7Who We Are as Authors

We both have backgrounds in restorative justice practices, including facilitating restorative dialogues and supporting families whose loved ones died by homicide. As such, we are each attuned to the personal suffering, the violated relationships, and the emotional, spiritual, and material needs that play out within our communities and among loved ones. We each encounter the internal and external cultural voices that advise us to “keep your distance” or “mind your business” and have asked questions of ways that community can respond to and prevent crime that go beyond the theoretical, or even professional. These questions are very personal, as our earlier stories suggest.

Sheryl

I began my journey of understanding restorative justice as a student taking a class in mediation and conflict resolution. It was there, in Mark Umbreit’s class at the University of Minnesota, that I first heard the words “restorative” and “justice” used together. Restorative justice was poetic and meaningful, and it was illuminating to find out about a type of justice I had never heard of, but absolutely needed to understand. It made sense to this southern, Black, post-Civil Rights-era-beneficiary history buff. At the end of the seminar, I felt called to make this my career path.

Since that time, I have found ways to repair harm in my own life and further study restorative justice. I went on to write a master’s thesis on how the civil rights movement provided a blueprint for the restorative justice movement. I deepened my understanding 8of historical harm and how restorative justice can address its impact and create paths for repair.

As I grew more knowledgeable about the ways that harm occurs, it became clearer to me how to support those who have been harmed and those who cause harm. It has been more challenging, however, to figure out how to support the role of the bystanders, witnesses, and those peripheral to harm. I wondered how to hold accountable those who are in the role of community.

Caitlin

Community life was essentially my foundation for understanding restorative justice. Well before formal study or practice, I lived and worked in intentional Christian communities that held relationships as paramount. In times of conflict or when harm occurred, rather than sweeping it under the rug or kicking people out, these communities embraced repair and reintegration through dialogue, actualizing the synergies of mercy and responsibility. When attending to local social inequity, these communities held in balance lofty visions and current realities, common good and individual dignity, structure and flexibility, impactful change and simple presence—invaluable lessons, for me, in the labor of movement building.

Having grown up in the Catholic Archdiocese of Boston during the first major public allegations of the clergy sexual abuse, I was sensitive at an early age to the pain of victims and the
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