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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 -—






