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BOSTON, MA: June 3, 2020: Thousands take part in a Black Lives
Matter march and rally on the Boston Common in Boston,
Massachusetts. (Staff photo by Nicolaus Czarnecki/MediaNews
Group/Boston Herald)
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Even more than for the pandemic that rages on across our country, the summer of
2020 will likely be remembered for the racial reckoning that has taken place in the
streets of big cities and small towns across America. Police brutality and
excessive use of force have long been pressure points in our country and, for
Black Americans, a painful reminder that violence against Black people is still
perpetrated simply because of the color of our skin.
But largely missing from this important conversation about race has been any
discussion of brokenness within the Black community. Regardless of the cause, it
is an undeniable reality that broken families and fatherless homes contribute to
higher rates of crime and substance abuse among Black Americans. While all
Americans have an obligation to acknowledge the sins of America’s past and work
towards healing the inequities in our society, Black Americans have unique
responsibility to one another — to help rebuild our communities and break the
cycle of crime and addiction.
Fortunately, in some communities this work has already started. In Philadelphia,
for example, Sharonell Fulton and Toni Simms-Busch — two Catholic, single
women of color have dedicated their lives to helping Black foster children
transcend their circumstances. They know a community has to lift itself up — and
they have committed to be that change. To do this work, both women partner with
Catholic Social Services, a foster care agency and religious ministry of the
Catholic Church.
The Catholic Church has been finding homes for children in need across
Philadelphia for two centuries — over 150 years before the government got
involved in child welfare. Today, around 70% of the children and 60% of the foster
families this agency serves are Black.
With their agency’s help, Sharonell Fulton and Toni Simms-Busch have fostered
around 45 children between them. These women are heroes in our community.
Children who have been in loving foster homes like Toni and Sharonell’s are less
likely to become incarcerated, less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, and more
likely to raise successful children of their own, breaking the cycle of violence and
poverty.
Unfortunately, though, the city government is working against them.
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Too often, while paying lip service to the Black community, local governments do
us a disservice by gutting the institutions that minister to Black Americans. An
overwhelming majority (82%) of Black Americans belong to faith communities. So,
it’s no surprise that when they need support, Black people turn first to faith-based
institutions — like Catholic Social Services of Philadelphia.
But some local governments are shutting out faith-based ministries because of
their deeply held religious beliefs. In 2018, Philadelphia abruptly ended its
decades-long partnership with Catholic Social Services and stopped placing
children in the homes of foster parents like Sharonell and Toni because the
agency adheres to the Church’s 2,000-year-old teachings on marriage.
But religious discrimination isn’t the only problem here. The city’s actions harm the
Black community.
By closing down an agency that predominately serves Black Americans, they are
hurting a demographic most in need of the support Catholic Social Services
provides. And doing so doesn’t make it any easier for others to foster or adopt. In
Philadelphia, everyone is able to foster and adopt. In fact, there are close to 30
private foster agencies that provide foster care services in the city. Kicking out
Catholic Social Services doesn’t help anyone, but we know who it hurts: the Black
community.
It’s time for local governments to look beyond the surface and examine the ways
they are inadvertently harming the Black community in the name of justice and
equality. The only way to fix our broken families and heal our hurting community is
to work together to rectify inequities and give Black families a fighting chance.
Everyone deserves to be part of the solution, and governments that exclude faithaffirming partners should be ashamed of their disregard for those who depend on
their support.
On Nov. 4, the Supreme Court will hear Sharonell and Toni’s case. It is my prayer
that the Court will admonish the city for its discrimination against the Catholic
Church and the Black community in Philadelphia and allow parents like Sharonell
and Toni to continue serving Black children and families.

Jackie Rivers is executive director of the Seymour Institute for Black Church and
Policy Studies. She is a graduate of Harvard University, where she earned her
Ph.D.

https://www.bostonherald.com/2020/11/01/broken-families-must-be-part-of-the-blm-debate/

4/5

