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Mass Incarceration in the U.S.:  An Overview 
TERMS 

Mass incarceration – (over incarceration, the prison boom) – comparatively and historically extreme rates of 
imprisonment in the U.S.  

Biblical justice - making individuals, communities, and the cosmos whole, by upholding both goodness and 
impartiality.  (Paul Metzger) 

Restorative justice – A process to involve, to the extent possible, those who have a stake in a specific offense 
and to collectively identify and address harms, needs, and obligations, in order to heal and put things right as 
possible. (Howard Zehr) 

THE FACTS 

 The U.S. incarcerates more of its people than any other country in the world.  The U.S. has 
approximately 5% of the world’s population and more than 20% of the incarcerated population. 

 https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2018.html 
 

 

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2018.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2018.html
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Population under control is the U.S. 
Youth, jail, prison, probation, parole by state 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/correctionalcontrol2018.html 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/correctionalcontrol2018.html
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Jail and Prison Comparison 

Attribute Jails Prisons 
Number 
 

3,283 jails plus an unknown number of lock-ups 
 

1719 State Prisons 
102 Federal Prisons (BOP) 
80+ Indian jails, military, immigration, territorial 

Size 47% have fewer than 50 beds Varies up to 6000 beds 
Jurisdiction Sherriff or local government State or Federal 
Security Levels High or max security level (except for prisons 

over 1000) 
Minimum, medium, high (max) 

Inmates Pretrial 75%, convicted 24%. Convicted. Sentenced to 1 yr.+ 
Length of stay Average is 25 days 2.6 years1 
 

 

 

                                                           
1Time Served in State Prisons,  https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6446 

https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6446
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Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

From arrest to sentencing, racial and ethnic disparities are a defining characteristic of our criminal justice 
system. Not only does racial bias pervade the justice process; people of color also face disproportionately high 
rates of poverty, meaning they suffer from the justice system's unequal treatment of poor people.  Black 
Americans, in particular, are disproportionately likely to be incarcerated and to receive the harshest 
sentences, including death sentences. (Source: Prison Policy) 

 

Why Prisons Fail2 

WE WANT THEM TO HAVE SELF-WORTH…So we destroy their self-worth. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE RESPONSIBLE…So we take away all responsibilities. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE PART OF OUR COMMUNITY…So we isolate them from our community. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE KIND AND LOVING PEOPLE…So we subject them to hate and cruelty. 
WE WANT THEM TO QUIT BEING THE TOUGH GUY…So we put them where the tough guy is respected. 
WE WANT THEM TO QUIT HANGING AROUND LOSERS…So we put all the losers in the state under one roof. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE POSITIVE AND CONSTRUCTIVE…So we degrade them and make them useless. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE TRUSTWORTHY…So we put them where there is no trust. 
WE WANT THEM TO BE NON-VIOLENT…So we put them where there is violence all around them. 
WE WANT THEM TO QUIT EXPLOITING US…So we put them where they exploit each other. 
WE WANT THEM TO THINK LIKE NORMAL PEOPLE…So we put them where their fellow inmates think as they 
do…reinforcing each other’s losing beliefs and life style. 
WE WANT THEM TO TAKE CONTROL OF THEIR LIVES, OWN THEIR PROBLEMS AND QUIT BEING PARASITES…So 
we make them totally dependent on us.  

 
HOW DID THIS HAPPEN? 
 Philosophical reasons 
 Political reasons 
 Policy changes 
 Economic reasons 
 Societal systemic reasons 
 Spiritual reasons 

 
PIPELINES 
 Cradle to prison pipeline 
 School to prison pipeline 

 
 
 

                                                           
2 Dennis A. Challeen, J.D. Winning at Losing ... When Criminal Justice Fails.  2004, p. 66. 
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PATHWAYS TO CRIME 
 Individual choice + life circumstances 
 Men’s pathways 

 
 Women’s pathways 

 
 
CRIMINOGENIC FACTORS 
 Static factors – age, gender, age of first offense, type of crime 
 Dynamic factors – can change with programming and prosocial peers (*Women) 

o History of Anti-social Behavior 
o Anti-social Personality Patterns 
o Anti-social Attitudes and Beliefs* 
o Anti-social Associates 
o Dysfunctional Family* 
o Lack of Employment Stability and Educational 
o Lack of Prosocial Activities 
o Substance Abuse 

 Female Risks and Needs 
o Relational dysfunction 
o Child abuse 
o Adult victimization 
o Parental involvement 
o Parental stress 
o Housing safety 
o Depression/anxiety symptoms 
o Psychosis symptoms 

The more risks and needs that are addressed (that they have), the lower the recidivism 
 
STRENGTHS BASED 

 Self-efficacy (empower) 
 Self-esteem (prosocial identity) 
 Education 
 Family support (healthy) 
 Faith (beliefs, spiritual practices, community) 

 
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
 The needs of the victim(s) are met  
 The offender is held accountable, responsible to repair the harm 
 It involves those impacted in the process of restoration3 

 

                                                           
3 Howard Zehr.  The Little book of Restorative Justice, 2002, p. 21. 
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Two Different Views 
 

 Criminal Justice Restorative Justice 
Crime is a violation of  the law and the state people and relationships 
Violations  Create guilt Create obligations 
Justice  Requires the state to determine 

blame (guilt) and impose pain 
(punishment). 

Involves victims, offenders, and 
community members in an effort 
to put things right. 

Central Focus Offenders getting what they 
deserve 

Victim needs and offender 
responsibility for repairing harm 

Questions What laws have been broken? 
Who did it? 
What do they deserve? 

Who has been hurt? 
What are their needs? 
Whose obligations are these? 

 
ALL IN 
 
But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  What is more, I consider everything a 
loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 
things.  Philippians 3:7 
 
Then he (Jesus) said to them all: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves 
and take up their cross daily and follow me.” Luke 9:23 
 
All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 
that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.  And he has 
committed to us the message of reconciliation.  We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were 
making his appeal through us.  2 Corinthians 5:18-20 
 
As disciples of Jesus, we are gospel people.  The core of our identity is our passion for the biblical good news 
of the saving work of God through Jesus Christ.  We are united by our experience of the grace of God in the 
gospel and by our motivation to make that gospel of grace known to the ends of the earth by every possible 
means (The Cape Town Commitment, 2011, p.23). 
 
Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute.  Proverbs 31:8 
 
Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy. Proverbs 31:9 
 
Truth is nowhere to be found, and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey.  The Lord looked and was displeased 
that there was no justice. Isaiah 59:15 
 
“This is what the Lord Almighty said: ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. 
Zechariah 7:9 
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The gospel motivates us to personal and social reconciliation.  
Evangelism is the most basic and radical ministry possible to a human being.  This is true not because the 
spiritual is more important than the physical, but because the eternal is more important than the temporal…If 
there is a God, and if life with him for eternity is based on having a saving relationship with him, then the most 
loving thing anyone can do for one’s neighbor is help him or her to a saving faith in that God. (Tim Keller, 2010) 
 
PERSONAL REFLECTION 
 
Examine your beliefs about the laws and legal system in light of scripture.   

Is it just/fair? 
Is it humane? 
How do you view those behind bar? 

Educate self and invite others to learn and think about mass incarceration. 
Invite others to serve in ministry - proximity 
Discuss current laws, policies or issues – ask questions 
Bible study 

May we not sin through silence.  May we realize that not to speak is to speak.  Ultimately, may it be said of us 
that we not only held firm to the gospel, but that we spoke clearly with the gospel to the most pressing issues 
of our day. David Platt, A Compassionate Call to Counter Culture 
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