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The prison business

HE FIRST MAJOR public building to reopen in New Orleans after Hurri-

cane Katrina' wasn t a public school, hospital or courthouse. It was Orleans

Parish Prigon. And you can hardly blame Sheriff Marlin Gusman for being

anxious to reopen it. David Morton reports in the New Republic (August
14 & 21) that every prisoner brings in from $22.39 to $43.50 per day in government
funding. The more prisoners, the more money. Before Katrina, Gusman’s jail aver-
aged 6,000 inmates—4 percent of New Orleans”adult male population.

According to Morton, Gusman’s predecessor, Charles Foti, began a practice of
encouraging arrests in order to fill prison slots, After Katrina rendered many of the
prison facilities unusable, Gusman reluctantly released some of the minor offend-
ers. Calvin fohnson, chief judge of the criminal court, told the New Orleans Times-
Picayune, “I'm not exaggerating: there were people in jail for spitting on the side-
walk.”

The prison’s annual budget, over which Gusman had almost complete control,
was some $70 million. Sheriffs can deploy chain gangs around the city to dole out
civic favors and increase their own name recognition. Some people said Gusman
was more powerful than the mayor, Not long after Katrina, he won reelection as
sheriff, despite being roundly criticized for his performance in evacuating the
prison. His was one of the most recognized names on the ballot. Contractors con-
tributed heavily to his campaign—some of whom will no doubt be offered con-
tracts to rebuild the prison. He has asked for $57 million from FEMA and has re-
ceived $31 million. Though the city is certain to be smaller in the future, there are
1o plans in place for reducing the size of the prison. Presumably, the percentage of
acults locked up will simply be increased.

No political policy has been more popular in America over the past two
decades than “getting tough on crime.” That policy has perhaps reduced crime. It
has definitely filled the prisons. We ought to ask who benefits from our massive
governmental spending on corrections. In cases like Sheriff Gusman’s, we should
wonder whether our boundless spending on corrections isn’t driving who gets ar-
rested rather than the reverse.

Several articles in this issue remind us about the often-hidden lives of prisoners
and their families and of the church’s opportunities for ministry with these people.
The articles alsg remind us that the free Chur(_h has things to learn from the

“bond church”—the commun ingd bars.
Christians can be among those who would rather forget about the people who
live out their lives in prisons. Christians can suceumb to fear, and they can adopt a
scapegoating mentality. Good Friday reminds us annually that we all cheer “Cruci-
fy him!” Every taxpayer is implicated in our government’s tossing of lives into the
gaping maw of the prison-industrial complex. Of all people, those whose Savioris a
death-row convict ought to know better. =
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The church behind bars

[ was in prison . . .

by Jason Byassee

N ONE OF those neglected comers of scripture that
must scare those brave enouch to think about it,
Jesus promises an unpleasant future for those who
_ would not visit him in prison: “Just as you did not do
it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me”
(Matt. 25:45). Threats aside, Lovett Weems of Wesley
Theological Seminary has suggested that ren the
church have usually been accompanied by increased care
forThose i prison. With well over 2 million
people Trﬁﬁ?ﬁ;ﬁgd in the United States—
more than in any other nation at any time
in world history—the church has ample
opportunity for renewal.

The trouble is that the church is not
much interested. Charles Colson of Prison
Fellowship recently remarked offhandedly
that he has been trying to get people inter-
ested in prison ministry for over 30 years,
with less success than he'd like, Much of
the church seems to agree with the sur-
rounding culture that those in prison de-
serve to be there, and the more they suffer,
the better-—end of story.

Think again about the numbers: more
than 2 million. Normally when the church

takes note of areas of population growth, it

plots how to serve the growing community, In the 1990s, the
faﬁﬁgg%ﬂwmgju the U.S. was prison
_cellsTWeens reports (in Leadership in the Wesleyan Spirit).
But we rarely see congregations or denominational bureau-
crats scrambling to meet the needs of the prison comumunity.
If we are unwilling to go to prison to meet Jesus, Jesus

is willing te< Tom prison to meet us. Many of the 2
million are committed Christians, often with dramatic
stories of a conversion that took place behind bars. They
want also to serve, and often do. (See related stories by
Kenneth Carder and Troy Rienstra on p. 25 and p. 27.)%¢
Jens Soering is an up-and-coming Catholic [ay theolo-
gian, He is also a convict, sentenced to life for murdering
his girlfriend’s parents when he was a freshman at the Uni-
versity of Virginia. Imprisoned in Virgina, this son of a
German diplomat immersed himself in the riches of

suffer,

Catholic thought and tradition. His first book, The Way of

wi{r (Lantern, 2003), deals with centering prayer

and abounds with examples of how ordinary Christians can
practice what ancient monks did in their cells.
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Soering’s prison context gives his work extraordinary
moral energy. Every line matters, for this man’ life is slip-
ping away in prison. Unfortunately, his repeated discus-
Sions of his own history and conversion begin to feel like a
sort of personal advocacy, as though his chief hope in writ-
ing is to gain his freedom. (Soering maintains his inno-
cence. A former Virginia state deputy attorney general
backs his case, pointing out flaws in the prosecution that
Soering’s lawyer, since disbarred for in-
competence, failed to challenge.)

Soering’s book on centering prayer has
an evident wisdom about it, as when he
writes on how to breathe while praying:
“With each inhalation and exhalation, I
connect with all of God’s beautiful cre-
ation, literally taking into myself the same
air that swirls through my friends’ and my
enemies’ lungs.” He also gives very practi-
cal instructions on bodily training, such as:
Don’t drink coffee, This sort of training is
like jogging: initial euphora, subsequent
difficulty. then hard practice. Centering
prayer is about divestment of self and the
infusion of God's Spirit to live an other-di-
rected life—a “reaching out to God” rather
than an “emotional grasping for the divini-
ty.” Prisoners have a head start on this, he says: “God has
done so much of the work already through our agony that
we need only finish the job during silent inner prayer.”

The most memorable portions of Way of the Prisoner and
of Soering’s second book, An Expensive Way to Make Bad
People Worse: An Essay on Prison Reform from an Insider’s
Perspective (Lantern, 2004), are the descriptions of prison life.
While he was jailed in England—where he had gone after the
murders and from which he was extradited—Soering’s wrist
was broken twice by the same prison guard. On another occa-
sion he was shot by a rubber bullet aimed at another prisoner
(it was after this that he twrmed to cenfering prayer as a way to
address his mental and physical pain). He was not surprised to
learn that the perpetrators of abuse at the Abu Ghraib prison
were reservists whose day job was in corrections.

Soering says that he was nearly raped once and that prison
guards nearly always look the other way on such occasions, us
though prisoners deserve whatever they get. Citing the Bureau
of Justice Statistics, Soering says that the prevalence of male

rape in prisoni is such that more men than women are raped in
T T o -—



this countyy, Given the high incidence of HIV, Soering calls this

Soering vividly describes a weekend that he and a bunk-
mate spent gasping for air in their cell in a new prison
whose ventilation system had been poorly installed, He
has watched as prisoners’ few amenities have been taken
away by legislators, even though physical recreation, such
as weight lifting, reduces fighting, and educational oppor-
tunities demonstrably reduce recidivism. Prisons are also
de facto mental institutions: a sizable percentage of those

w~ behind Bars _are _mentally ill. Soering shows the in-
escapable effect of the political demagoguery in this coun-
try that makes “tough on crime” speeches the cheapest
way to garner votes and curry public favor. While opinion
polls may show it to be popular, get-tough legislation sim-
ply is not working: “Prison does not deter crime because
criminals are too  crazy, too dﬂg}k, too high, too uneducat-
ed, too unintelligent and too young to fully comprehend
what they were doing at the time they broke the law.”

If that were all he had to
say, Soverings writings
would be educational, but
hardly hopeful. Yet an air of
hope hangs over them—not
least because of his extraor-
dinary conversion story, due
largely to the prison min-
istry of Beverly Cosby. So-
ering’s most recent book,
The Convict Christ: What
the Gospel Says About
Criminal Justice (Orbis,
2006), makes this hope
most explicit. This is essen-
tially a christological primer
along the lines of Irenacus’s
dictum that “what he has
not assumed has not been
saved.” Soering makes clear
that Christians are people saved by a de

~points out that the first apostle to the gentiles—the healed
Cerasene demoniac—»wagg_a_n_a_@muw_g'h--on. For Soer-
ing, incarceration raises anthropological questions: it has to
do with what we think a human being is. Is a “bad” one
unredeemabl d repair? Or can sucli a one be re-
newed? He tells of many a trite prison sermon based on
Ephesians 4:28, with its appeal to former thieves not to

steal. Prisoners hear this verse differently, however: early,

Churistians took ex-cons into their midst, in marked contrast
7{ ith most churches now.

Soering also has salient words about race. He points out
that whereas blacks constituted only 31 percent of prison
admissions in 1926, in 1996 they made up 50 percent. His
description of the pride with which many of his African-
American fellow prisoners (not “friends”—the word
means [over in prison parlance) graduate from high school
while behind bars is moving. He recommends a construc-
tive “tough on crime” policy: require every prisoner to
work toward a high school degree,

st £

Only one who speaks from within could so clearly de-
seribe what American society has done with millions of
prisoners. That he writes with a hopeful tone is nothing
short of a marvel.

HRISTINE MONEY has a different set of prison

stories that offer another kind of hope. She was

warden at a female correctional facility before

being appointed to run an all-male prison in Mar-
ion, Ohio, that was in such poor condition that it had been
under federal court monitoring for decades. One of the
first things that Money, a United Methodist, did was invite
Kairos Ministries into the prison.

Kairos sends several dozen volunteers into a prison for a
long weekend. Each volunteer is matched with an inmate,
and small groups of prisoners and sponsors meet around a
table with a clergyperson to listen to one another’s stories and
learn about Jesus. Kairos offers concrete signs of uncondi-
tional love. Each inmate, upon first walking into the meeting
room, is applauded—no
yueSHoTS asked of lectures
given about what they've
done. Homemade food is
provided throughont the
weekend. Each prisoner is
given dozens of encourag-
ing letters written by volun-
teers from the outside. In
some cases, the prisoner has
not received any mail for a
long time. Graduation from
the program is attended by
friends and loved ones—an-
other oecasion for “shower-
ing them with love,” as
Money put it in an interview
with the CENTURY.

Paul McGlone. director
of Kairos in Florida’s pris-
ons, describes its ministry this way: “They come for the
food and meet Jesus.” Kairos operates i 33 states and sev-
eral foreign countries.

Kairos is much like other successful prison ministries, such
as Colson’s Prison Fellowship, that seek to offer love to those
starved for it. Like Prison Fellowship, Kairos practices a holis-
tic ministry, but with a greater sacramental emphasis, It alsg
sticks aroynd, Money contrasts it with well-intentioned ef-
forts of churchpeople who come to the prison once or twice,
then leave, Kairos “doesn't ever go away. * It sponsors ongo-
ing monthly reunions and continuous follow-up ministries.

Money also supports Kairos Qutside, which ministers
to the families of those incarcerated. Wives and mothers
and other relatives can attend a Kairos weekend. “You can
see whole families start to change,” Money said.

The effects of Kairos on the Marion prison were mea-
surable, Money contends. By her fourth year as warden,
the number of grievances filed monthly by prisoners had
dropped from aver 100 to single-digit figures. In 2000
Marion’s federal consent decree was lifted, “The culture
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began to change. People liked coming to work. Visitors
came from other prisons because they heard of this ‘mira-
cle.” Kairos can have a great effect,” Money explained.

Kairos hoasts on its Web site that a study of Florida pris-
oners showed that the recidivism rate was 15.7 percent
among those who had participated in one Kairos session,
and 10 percent in those who had been in two or more—as
opposed to 23.4 percent for those who had not participated
at all. While such figures do not fully prove Kairos’s effec-
tiveness in rehabilitation (inmates less likely to reoffend
may be more likely to attend religious services in the first
place), success stories like Money’s are hard fo discount.

Accounts of state officials turning to ministries for help
in shaping prison life often worry staunch advocates of the
separation of church and state. A federal judge in lowa re-
cently ruled that a branch of Colson’s Prison Fellowship,
the InnerChange Freedom Initiative (IFI), should not
have been receiving government money to help rehabili-
tate prisoners because it is a religious ministry.

Money did not face any legal challenge regarding
Kairos. She said the key to religious ministry at her prison
was that “ev%y_&)él_e’g_ottcw____p_r@ge”—the prison observed
all religious Tolidays with enthusiasm. “We had high-pro-
file Christian programs, but at the same time minority
faiths felt fully supported and respected,” she said.

Money now works with Ohio’s Department of Youth
Services to promote similar change elsewhere in the state’s

prisons. “The church can solve crime,” she says. “As
healthy lives intersect with broken lives, healing happens.”

HILE MONEY has worked within the corrections
system to change lives, Howard Zehr’s work has
been dedicated to articulating.an alternative to
unitive_justice. His groundbreaking book
Changing Lenses: A New Focus for Crime and Justice (Her-
ald, 1990; third edition, 2005) helped lead a movement for
Testorative justice. Three thousand Victim-Offender Rec-
onciliation (or Mediation) Programs (VORP or VOMP).
have become part of the criminal-justice system in dozens
of states and several foreign countries. VORP was designed
with burglary and assault cases in mind, but a new version of
it, Defense-Based Victim Qutreach, is becoming common
in murder cases.

Zehr wrote Changing Lenses while he was head of the
Mennonite Central Committee’s U.S. Office of Criminal
Justice. (He now teaches at Eastern Mennonite Universi-
ty.) The book reflects a Mennonite understanding of the
church as a_ community of recopciliation, as stressed in
scriptural texts such as Matthew 18 and John 20, wherein
Jesus explicitly ties God’s forgiveness of people to their
forgiveness of others, especially in the Lord’s Prayer. What
seems like simple biblical teaching has become, with

Zehr's guidance, a concrete civic practice.
Zehr begins by observing that victims are routinely ig-
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nored in the criminal-justice system. Fines are paid to the
state, and eriminals are placed in jail with little reference
to victims, who often lack basic information about the out-
come of their cases. Zehr tells the story of one erime victim
complaining about lack of access to informaton—and she
worked in the district attorney’s office!

VORP trains intermediaries to preside over a meeting
between offender and victim. This allows the victim to lean
about the trespass itselt —Why my house? My spouse? It
also requires the offender to face the person he or she has
hurt. Often a recompense of some sort is sought; the offend-
er may work for the victim or perform a service to a third
party as a form of penance.

Participants indicate a high level of satisfaction with the

process, even as offenders indicate that it can be much more
difficult for them than dealing with the courts or jail. Most
important, the decided-upon penance is almost always per-
formed, unlike judicially or civilly ordered sentences. This is
nota case of political liberals or conservatives proposing a pol-
icy that the church supports, but a case of the church leading
the way—and society seeing the wisdom of it and following,

Even with such signs of the power of the gospel in dark
places, America’s ©

s “prison-industrial complex” may crumble
for a simple reason: money. The yearly cost of $60 billion is
quite a price tag for a policy in which two-thirds of those re-
leased reoffend within three vears. In California, home of
the get-tough three-strikes-and-you're-out law; it’s estimat-

ed that by 2020, $5 billion a year will be spent on health care
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for aging inmates—the amount of the state’s entire prison
budget for2002. In Michigap, the prison system gobbles up
20 percent of the state’s general fund; 20 years ago it used
only 7 percent. It costs $25,000 to house a prisoner for a
year, twice as much for a juvenile, and three times as much
for a maximum-security prisoner. VORP may be needed not
just to make our justice system more humane, but to keep
state.and federa] governments solvent.

Renewed attention to prisoners’ lives might also help
erase some ideological divisions in society and the church.
No one is likely to accuse Chuck Colson of being a liberal
or “soft on crime,” but his organization is actively involved
on behalf of prison reform. A recent report from a blue-
ribbon panel, the Commission on Safety and Abuse in
America’s Prisons, suggests sweeping changes to reduce
violence behind bars and improve health care so that
when prisoners are released—600,000 each year—they
will be better citizens. The proposals were backed by lib-
erals like Senator Richard Durbin (., Il1.) and conserva-
tives like Senator Tom Coburn (R., Okla.). President
Bush has pushed for the Second Chance Act now before

Congress, which would help ex-convicts “reintegrate”
into society {conservatives prefer that word to “rehabili-
tate”). Right-wing columnist Cal Thomas has written in
favor of the sort of restorative justice proposed by Zehr.
Reforming the way prisoners and victims are treated
should be an issue that fosters broad agreement in church
and society. .

A church practiced in recognizing Jesus in surprising guise
will not be shocked by these developments. A friend of mine
was a minister at a large black suburban church in North Car-
olina that has an active prison ministry. One of the prisoners
approached him with a query: Can Christians in jail watch
television? At first my friend bristled at the question—what a
legalistic approach. Then he learned that during a usual
prison day, the time allotted for prisoners to watch TV is also
the only time Christians have for fellowship with one another.

So the question was really a deep one about how to form .

ChuisHan identity and community, My friend, a preacher to
prisoners, realized that he was being ministered to by those in
prison. That will happen whenever the church places itself in
solictarity with those behind bars. n

Reading list: Christians & prisons

Reading the Bible with the Damned. By Bob Eck-
blad (Westminster John Knox, 2005). A stunning book
about how studying scripture with the poor, with illegal
immigrants, and especially with the im risoned can pro-
duce extraordinarily beautiful readings—and hopefully,

more redemptive politics,

Discipline and Punish. By Michel Foucault (Vintuge,
1995). The classic postmodern text about the rise of the
prison. Foucault locates the origins of prisons in capital-
ist economies which prize i@ for labor and §0 punish
Paoplc by taking away their tipe. He suggests that
modernity 1§ premised on citizens’ “self-policing”™: those
behind bars are not the only ones being harshly disci-
plined.

Crime. By Timothy Gorringe (SPCK, 2004}, Gorringe
lays the blame for an unjust, punitive prison system at the
feet of Anselm and his substitutionary view of the atone-
ment (lest we think theology doesn’t matter) and leans on
René Girard to suggest a more conciliatory Christology
and a system of justice that emphasizes reconcilation.

“God’s Prisoners.” By Andrew Skotnicki (Modern
Theology. January 2006). Skotnicki sees Anselm’s theory
of the atonement not as the problem but as a potential so-
lution to unjust prison practices. He ditfers from Fou-
cault in tracing the rise of the prison to the rise of monas-
tic practices of penitence. He parallels the birth of the
prison in the 11th century with the then-new theology of
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purgatory: both involve spending time in purgation ¢ of
one’s sins. :

Beyond Prisons. By Laura Magnani and Harmon
Wray (Fortress, 2006). Offers a way past punitive justice
and a way to reform the political and social order to aid the
“least of these.”

When Prisoners Return. By Pat Nolan (Xulon, 2004). The
head of Prison Fellowship calls for prison reform, especially
to reduce recidivism, in a book that introduced many of the
prison reforms now being contemplated at the federal level.

The Ways of Judgment. By Oliver O'Donovan (Eerd-
mans, 2005). O'Donovan analyzes prison policy in a rigor-
ous fashion that never fails to enlighten. He criticizes
early Quaker builders of penitentiaries for “believing that
the world could be made better, but not believing suffi-
ciently in miracles to know that penal techniques were in-
sufficient to that end.”

Jesus the Savior, By William Placher (Westminster
John Knox, 2001). A landmark work in Christologv with a
chapter on visiting priSoners as a crucial and neglected

pait St PaOIOCPIEDH 1n the body of Christ.

Are Prisons Obsolete? By Angela Y. Davis (Open
Media, 2003). Davis’s answer is yes. She sees incarceration
as akin to slave?’: a racist system on which an entire econ-

orny 1s unjustly built.




The call to prison ministry

... you visited me

by Kenneth L. Carder

HEN [ WAS a newly ordained pastor in 1966, 1
heard a speech by a federal judge that signifi-
cantly shaped my life and ministry. The judge
said that he kept in contact with every person
he sentenced to prison. His rationale for writing or visit-
ing inmates was simple: he didn't want his only impact

on an individual to be the act of denying his or her free- .

dom.

This hlghly regarded jurist then said, “Pastors should .
ea inside of the local jails and prisons

as they are the local hospitals,” He observed that maost
people who are hospitalized have

a strong support system and are
surrounded by people devoted to
their healing and well-being. By
contrast, people housed in jails
and prisons 7€G fimmal sup-
pmmﬁi,*Mffn
are Tostly comuiitfed to confining

and gris%lgg’thgm
Though as a pastor I had visit-

ed hospitals almost daily, I had
never been inside a jail. Within a
few weeks of hearing that judge’s
challenge, T made my first visit to the county jail. T re-
luctantly and anxiously entered a world often hidden
trom and ignored by congregations and pastors. There I
met more than law enforcement officers and inmates. [
met the One who said, “I was in prison and you visited
me,”

The incarcerated are among the fastest growing popu-
lations in the U.S. Approximately 4.5 ' e
prisonpopulation each iponth. Accordmtr to the Bureau of
Justice Statistics for 2004, there are more than 2.2 million
inmates in the nation’s jails. The 2004 figures reflect a
record 32-year continuous rise in the number of inmates.
The U.S. incarceration rate of 724 per 100,000 residents is
the highest in the world. The rate of incarceration has

uintupled since 1971. Prisons and jails are grossly over-
‘trowded, with no reliefin sight.

Prison ministries are usually relegated to specialized
groups such as Prison ellowshlp or Kairos. Inmates are
seldom on the regular visitation schedules of pastors. Gov-
ernment-funded prison chaplains are relied upon to pro-
vide pastoral care and religious services to inmates. Very
few local jails have chaplains. While many dedicated chap-

lains serve in prisons, they are often seen as hired hands of

the department of ¢orrections, and they often lack the

trust of i 5.

For pastors, finding the time to add prisoners to the list
of those to be visited is a challenge. Personal fear and lack
of confidence in relating to the criminal-justice system cre-
ates understandable hesitation and resistance. Entering
the unfamiliar world of inmates entails moving outside
comfort zones, and those who desire to do so will receive
little encouragement.

Hostility and prejudice toward the incarcerated are
impediments to ministry. The
criminal justice system is domi-
nated by notions of retribution,
vengeance, punishment and isola-
tion. The core values of the Chris-
tian gospel—forgiveness, com-
passion, redemption, reconcilia-
tion, restorative justice—vun
counter to prevailing sentiments
in the justice system.

Pastors and congregations en-
gaged in prison ministry often
meet  bureaucratic resistance.
Prison staffs are overworked, underpaid and undervalned,
and they work in a high-stress environment. They are

- among those who need the ministry of the church. Build-

ing trust among the staff is essential for access and effec-
tiveness in any prison ministry.

Though the obstacles are formidable, the potential
benefits to pastors and congregations are substantial. And
much is at stake: faithfulness to Christ’s mandate and mis-
sion, renewal of the church’s witness and ministry, the the-
ological integrity of the church’s proclamation, the spiritu-
al vitality of pastors, and the well-being of more than 2 mil-
lion inmates and their families.

Prisons and jails present in microcosm the challenges
contronting the church and the world—racial polariza-
tion, economic disparity and poverty, terror and vio-
lence, drug and aleohol abuse, personal and family bro-
kenness, isolation and loneliness, anger and meaning-
lessness and guilt. Behind the walls of every prison and
jail are fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, hus-

]
Kenneth L. Carder, a retired United Methodist bishop, teaches
pastoral formation at Duke Divinity School.
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bands and wives, friends and neighbors—all persons
made in the divine image who, like the rest of us, have
distorted that image and who long for love, reconcilia-
tion and purpose. Ministry in such contexts of intense
needs and opportunities can energize and shape min-
istry jn the broa iaty where the same realities exist
inJ@pﬁe/nt_;ated—ibrm.

Inmates and their families have shaped my own experi-
ence and understanding of the gospel. During my first jail
visit 2 young man asked to speak with me privately. Fid was
a muscular man whose arms were covered with tattoos. On
his left arm was inscribed Born to Lose, and on his other

arm, Born to Raise Hell. He immediately blurted out,
“How do I get God in my life?”

“Why,” I asked, “do you want God in your life? What
difference do you think that would make?”

For the next several minutes he shared his life’s story of
abuse, foster homes, repeated incarcerations for drunken-
ness, theft and larceny. He then added sorrowfully, “T've -
obviously made a mess of my life. I want to amount to
something. I've hurt a lot of people and I aint worth shit.”

I responded, “Ed, you don’t have to get God in your life.
God is already present in you. Your guilt and regret, the

longing to make something of your
life. the desire for a sense of worth-—
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than a theological abstraction; it
must be embodied. How was Ed to
know the meaning of love when all

[ -
(reative, Thoughtlul,
Engaging Sermons

REWARDY

§1000 §750 $500

DEADLINE

November 30, 2006

INF ORNMATION
www.sermoncormpetition.org
(617) 527-4880
SPONSORS
The Lord's Day Alliance of the U.S.
Boston Theological Institute

CHRISTIAN CENTURY October 3, 2006 26



v ”1,‘.\03}_‘)111"16, jmmors 'y Tron
pre evalent, and Where ‘there is no observance Df the prison. Christians for Prisoners hm ¢ WeiS stte:
memorial, the chumh.lsineﬂ’ecﬂve R C/Lﬂsnazufmmomrs et

27 CHRISTIAN CENTURY October 3, 2006



he had known was rejection? How was he to understand
forgiveness when vengeance and retribution had dominat-
ed his experience? How was he to experience the worth
and dignity rooted in grace when he felt worthless?

After several visits, Ed asked, “Can you introduce me to
a man in your church who can show me what it’s like to be
a Christian?” That opened the door for congregational in-
volvement. I introduced him to a person in the congrega-
tion who subsequently involved others in baking cookies
and providing reading material for inmates and organizing
occasional worship services.

OME OF MY most profound theological insights,
transforming experiences and enduring friend-
ships have come out of my relationships with in-
carcerated persons. Inmates have plenty of free
time, and artwork can be a popular pastime. Several men
who occupied the same cellblock in one county jail were
particularly adept at creating cartoons. I provided them
copies of the New Testament in & modern translation and
asked them to read the parables and sayings of Jesus and

identify those that lent themselves to cartoon portrayal.
The result was a collection of insightful portrayals of the
blind leading the blind, a rich man trying to go through the
eye of a needle, a man removing the speck from another’s
eye while a log was protruding from his own, and the lay-
ing up of treasures where moth and rust destroy and
thieves steal. The cartoons led to long hours of discussion-
of the teachings of Jesus that would rival most seminary
classes for passion and depth of insight.

Involvement with prison and jail ministries keeps the
pastor focused on life-and-death matters. Leaving the
“free world” and entering the world behind prison walls
tends to strip one of pretense and superficial preoccupa-
tions.

No place confronts us with life-and-death challenges
like death row. Relationships with the condemned and
those whose job is to guard them and execute them are
among the most intense and transformative pastoral rela-
tionships. Capital punishment ceases to be an abstract
political, ethical and theological issue. Being present
with persons who are awaiting execution, along with their
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families and the families of the victims of violence, push-
es the pastor to the edges of faith and stability.

Bill has been a friend since I met him on death row
more than 20 years ago. We have shared many experi-
ences—his retrial and resentencing (to life in prison) and
my changes in pastoral assignments. When I was elected
bishop he called me from prison to say, “Finally, an Amer-
ican election that turned out right.”

Bill is always forthright, insightful and compassionate.
When I asked him if any pastors or people from local
churches ever visited his prison, which houses approxi-
mately 3,000 people, he said, “T've been in this prison six
years and I haven't seen a preacher
yet, and I'm not aware of any church-
es that are involved here.” I had
passed several churches of various
denominations along the rural west
Tennessee road that leads to the
sprawling prison complex.

Since I now help to educate and v
forfi Pastors in seminary, I asked Bill,
“What do you consider to be the most

the gospel and the pastor’s life, Consistency, for Bill, in-
volves treating people consistently with respect, compas-
sion and dignity regardless of their status or condition. De-
pendability is “doing what you say you will do.” He added
that over his more than 25 years of incarceration he had
seen many pastors and churchpeople promise, with good
Intentions, to visit, but “only a handful can be depended on
to stick around very long.” Such unfulfilled promises add
to the cynicism and disillusionment of inmates.

Unless it is involved with the people in jails and prisons,
the church will surely lack integrity, consistency and de-

pendability, »
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Wrestling with the death penalty

Crime and punishment

by Elizabeth Morgan

VERYONE HAS an opinion about the death penal-

ty. Theoretically (and abstractly) I have always

been opposed to it, for the usual reasons: there

are too many mistakes for such a permanent so-
lution; there are too many racial, 1Q and class inequities;
there is no conclusive evidence that the death penalty de-
ters violent crime—and there is a good bit of evidence that
it s violent crime. Also, it seems to me as a Christian that it
contradicts the gospel call for forgiveness and truncates
the possibility of transfor-

had committed several violent crimes—he had killed a se-
curity guard and wounded a Prince George’s County po-
lice officer—and because he was involved in interstate
drug running. The District of Columbia does not have
capital punishment; the feds do.

When Janet Reno called for the death penalty, we had
to face facts: we were a divided family. My mother, my sis-
ter and I continued to stand firmly against capital punish-
ment; others were less sure. Luckily the assailant, Carl

Cooper, took a plea bar-

mation.

I've never been able to
forget a story I heard on
public radio told by a man
called Race Horse. Hav-
ing been evangelized by
no one, Race Horse found
himself in the worst con-
ditions of solitary confine-
ment—"“the hole” in a
southern prison. It was
dark, the guards had
taken his clothes, he was
defenseless. Inexplicably
and quite suddenly, he
was caught up in the as-

The Death Penalty on Trial: Crisis in American Justice.
By Bill Kurtis. Public Affairs, 192 pp., $25.00.

Bloodsworth: The True Story of the First Death Row
Inmate Exonerated by DNA.
By Tim Junkin. Algonquin Books, 304 pp., $24.95.

Religion and the Death Penalty: A Call for Reckoning.
Edited by Erik C. Owens, John D. Carlson and Eric F.
Elshtain. Eerdmans, 318 pp.. $28.00 paperback.

The Sound of Sheer Silence and the Killing State: The
Death Penalty and the Bible.
By Millard Lind. Cascadia, 188 pp., $18.95 paperback.

gain and confessed to
enough crimes to get him
life in prison without pa-
role. But all of this caused
me to become much
clearer in my own reason-
ing.

What do families ex-
pect to glean from execu-
tion? Closure? Some
books cannot be closed,
Cuit’s could not. The arrest
brought great relief, but
we don’t want closure on
her life or even her death,
for the way she died tells

surance that God loved
hiin, and his life was never the same.

But all of these fine sentiments about capital punish-
ment were tested eight years ago when my 25-year-old
niece was brutally murdered, along with two young co-
workers, in a Starbucks in the upscale Georgetown com-
munity of Washington, D.C. It was the end of a Fourth of
July weekend, there was an accumulation of money in the
safe, and Cait was the manager in charge of clean-up. An
assailant with two firearms entered the coffee shop and
killed all three of them without taking a penny. Cait died
from three gunshot wounds to the head and chest, with the
keys to the safe clutched in her hand. The Starbucks manu-
al expressly tells employees not to use heroic measures in
the face of violent crime, but certain young people will ever
be brave. Because it was Gem‘getovm, hecause there were
three victims, news clips of the three body bags being re-
moved from the scene played on TV over and over again.

The search for the assailant went on for a year and a
half. The FBI became involved because the prime suspect
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us a great deal about the
world we live in and the kind of work that neecls to be done
to make all of our neighborhoods safer places to live.

Justice? What was done to Cait and Emory and Aaron
was grossly unjust. Killing Carl Cooper would not take that
away. Killing everyone on death row would not take that
away. It is an affront that will remain on the record until all
injustice is wiped away by divine intervention. There are
some injustices that human law cannot reconcile—and
ought not try to reconcile.

Peace? It we had waited until Cooper’s trial and ultimate
execution for our peace, we would be troubled people in-
deed. In such a rending of life and family, peace needs to be
immanent, continually sought, recognized in small acts.
Planning the memorial service, filled with poetry and scrip-
ture, tneant much to me. At the service itself, during the
Tast hymn, “Amazing Grace,” people spontaneously moved

R———
Elizabeth Morgan teaches English at Eastern University in St.
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into the aisles so they could hold one another—and hold
on. Witnessing Cooper’s execution would have been cold
comfort indeed compared with these events.

I later received a letter from my sister in which she re-
flected on the memorial service for Cait. She said: “T can
only think on it with pleasure: turning destructive
hate/venom into love and forgiveness, good memories of
this essentially good child. There’s no doubt that I think
Carl Cooper—having admitted to at least five murders
should be imprisoned. I have no idea how to redeem him,
to correct his hurts and terrible passions, nor do I have
much hope for that—though as I think about it, I may try
to visit him someday.”

That is my story. We need stories because they human-
ize the abstract and allow both teller and hearers to locate
themselves within a shifting landscape of
moral values. :

F FOUR RECENT books confronting

and critiquing the death penalty in

the U.S., two illustrate the important

difference between telling and story-
telling. Their authors speak from knowledge
of persons who were exonerated after spend-
ing years on death row. Bill Kurtis, CBS corre-
spondent and anchor of Cold Case Files,
launches The Death Penalty on Trial with the
statistics that convinced former llinois gover-
nor George Ryan to declare a moratorium on’
executions in his state in 2000 and, three years
later, to commute all death sentences, For ex-
ample, since reinstatement of capital punish-
ment in the 1970s, Illinois had exonerated and
released more death row inmates than it had
executed. With this recent history as context,
Kurtis works his way through the cases ot Ray
Krone (whom DNA evidence proved inno-
cent of the murder of a woman in Chicago)
and Thomas Kimball (who was exonerated
after a careful vetting of circumstantial evi-
dence). Kurtis reluctantly concludes that any
of us could be caught in the trap of a judicial
system that makes the kinds of mistakes he
painstakingly narrates.

Attorney and novelist Tim Junkin presents
a single case in Bloodsworth. Dawn Hamilton
was nine years old when she took a walk in the
woods near her home in Essex, Maryland, in
July 1984, Later her body was found; she had
been raped and brutally murdered. Her anx-
ious parents wanted the perpetrator arrested
and erased from society, and they put terrible
pressure on detectives to round up suspects
quickly.

Kirk Bloodsworth, an ex-marine who was
going through a bad time—drifting from job
to job, drinking, sioking pot, at odds with his
gitlfriend and parents-presented an easy tar-
get. After he was arrested, bungled police pro-

cedures, bad forensic science and overreliance on inves-
tigative techniques such as psychological profiling, com-
posite sketching of suspects and unreliable eyewitness ac-
counts skewed the case. Bloodsworth found himself on
death row, facing Maryland’s gas chamber and the brutal
threats aimed at anyone in the prison system who has been
accused of child rape. He continued to assert his inno-
cence, writing hundreds of letters to anyone who would
listen and scouring the prison library for material pertain-
ing to his case and others like it. Eventually he was exoner-
ated by DNA evidence, a fact readers discover in the first
chapter—which colors one’s journey through this
labyrinthine account with incredulity.

Bloodsworth is a fast-paced thriller with a happy encling,
but the real hook of the story is what happened to the sus-
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