
Mar. 17, 2019 

Dear Gov. Cuomo and New York State Legislators, 

We, a community of faith leaders in New York State, write in support of Bill 

A.3975/S.790, which would repeal the ban on access to the New York State Tuition Assistance

Program (TAP) for incarcerated New Yorkers.

Since the 1960s,1 our great state has ensured that all New Yorkers seeking affordable 

higher education have access to public funding. This promise of assistance has helped thousands 

of New Yorkers experience the transformative effects of higher education. In 1995, the New 

York State Legislature voted to deny this promise to some, while maintaining it for others. This 

injustice belies the proud history of New York, the historic home of millions of people from 

around the world who settled here seeking the promise of America. 

We know something about that promise, for it is rooted in biblical texts. In the book of 

Deuteronomy, Moses gives the Israelites the story about who they have been and a vision for 

who they should try to become as they build a new society. Moses’ radical ethic of social 

responsibility, based in collective memory, instructs his people on legal, social, theological, and 

ritual questions that will arise once they begin building their new society. In Deuteronomy, 

Moses instructs the Israelites that it is not their duty simply to remember their own history of 

slavery and oppression, but also to transform that memory into the foundation for the 

construction of a just and caring society. 

Achieving freedom is only half the equation. This new people, Moses teaches, must take 

on an ethic of shared responsibility to preserve and maintain their promised future. The 

unfolding of that blessing occurs under communal leadership and a collective responsibility 

toward the common good. In his vision for achieving the promise of America, Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. shared the metaphor of the “single garment of destiny.” In his famous 1968 address at 

the National Cathedral, Dr. King said: “We are tied together in the single garment of destiny, 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality. And whatever affects one directly affects all 

indirectly. This is the way God’s universe is made; this is the way it is structured.”2 From Moses 

to Dr. King, our faith traditions teach us an ethic of collective responsibility and shared destiny. 

Higher education helps all of us build a thriving state. It is a means of ensuring a future of 

promise and hope for all New Yorkers. It is also a means of combating mass incarceration in 

New York State, breaking cycles of poverty in communities,3 reducing rates of recidivism,4 

increasing public safety in prisons,5 and saving costs for taxpayers.6 For these reasons, we ask 

that you “Turn on the TAP” for all New York residents so that justice and equality can overflow 

into all New York communities. We ask that you turn the promise of higher education for some 

into the reality of higher education for all. 
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