
We ask Congress to support a Smarter Sentencing Act that:  

 Restores judges’ discretion in sentencing decisions and decriminalizes addiction, promoting the human 

dignity of judges and those who are sentenced.  

 Addresses economic and racial injustice by allowing 8,800 federal prisoners to seek fairer punishments 

than what they are currently serving.  

 Focuses criminal justice funding on crime prevention and recidivism reduction, which will better serve all  

of our communities.   

 Increases individualized review of sentences for those convicted of nonviolent drug offenses. 

Reforming Our Nation’s 

Criminal Justice System 
The Smarter Sentencing Act (S. 502/ H.R. 920) 

Take action now! www.ELCA.org/advocacy                    

washingtonoffice@elca.org -       ELCA Advocacy       @ELCAadvocacy 

 

Why sentencing reform matters 

Over the last 30 years, the United States has seen a 500 

percent increase in the number of people in its prisons 

and jails. Much of this increase is due to policies that call 

for excessively high mandatory minimum sentences, 

which does little to reduce crime and unfairly punishes our 

brothers and sisters who are minorities living in poverty. In 

FY2013, the federal prison system was more than 36 

percent over capacity, putting guards and incarcerated 

people at risk and depleting law enforcement budgets. 
 

The ELCA advocates for reform because existing 

mandatory minimum sentencing laws undermine 

democratic principles that are critical to our prosperity as 

a nation. By eliminating judges’ discretion in sentencing 

decisions and criminalizing addiction, our nation’s 

sentencing policies erode the human dignity of judges 

and those who are sentenced. 
 

The Smarter Sentencing Act, a bipartisan piece of 

legislation, makes modest reforms to this system by 

alleviating overcrowding in our prisons, restoring the ability 

of federal judges to determine fairer and more realistic 

sentences, and creating more transparency about how 

federal laws and regulations are applied. If passed, the 

Smarter Sentencing Act will help address the economic 

and racial injustices so prevalent in our prison systems by 

allowing 8,800 federal prisoners to seek fairer punishments. 

This legislation will also serve our communities by ensuring 

that those convicted of nonviolent drug offenses receive 

fair punishment while keeping our neighborhoods safe 

from violent offenders who pose a greater threat.   
 

The Smarter Sentencing Act is a positive step toward 

shifting our nation’s model of criminal justice from one that 

criminalizes addiction for the benefit of the prison industry, 

to a system that focuses on treatment and support for our 

communities.   

Our Lutheran voice 

“Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to 

show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 

some have entertained angels without knowing 

it. Remember those who are in prison, as though 

you were in prison with them; those who are 

being tortured, as though you yourselves were 

being tortured” (Hebrews 13:1-3)  

God disowns none of us, sinners though we all 

are. Through Jesus’ life and works, we learn that 

we are called to fulfill justice through forgiveness 

and reconciliation. Improvements to our criminal 

justice system may be beneficial for economic 

reasons, but they will also help make the legal 

system more humane and just. As people of 

faith, we are uniquely equipped to evaluate this 

issue with a moral lens. To fight for justice, we 

must ensure that fair sentences are applied in a 

way that appropriately responds to the crime 

committed. 

The ELCA supports the Smarter Sentencing Act as 

part of its commitment to challenge systems of 

racial and economic injustice. When we 

confront racism and classism by moving toward 

fairness and justice in the church and society, we 

all benefit. The ELCA social statement, “Freed in 

Christ: Race, Ethnicity, and Culture” expresses our 

spiritual calling to confront racism, to engage in 

public leadership, and to advocate for justice 

and fairness for all people. You can learn more 

about the ELCA’s commitments to challenging 

racial injustice at Racial Justice Ministries.  
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