Get On the Bus - Prison Ministry
When we think of crime and criminal justice, we need to think about more than
just prisoners. We need to attend to victims and their healing; we need to consider
the impact of crime on communities. Catholics affirm that human dignity still
accrues to prisoners. They have rights but also responsibilities for their crimes.
Thus, I was led to read a truly remarkable pastoral of the American bishops,
released in 2000: Responsibility. Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic
Perspective on Criminal Justice. I highly recommend a reading of that thoughtful
pastoral, found online. The bishops note that restorative justice must attend to the
voices of victims. They interviewed parents of offenders, victims, prosecutors,
prison wardens and prison chaplains. They assert strongly that the status quo is not
working. The current trend is toward more prisons (often in remote locations,
which makes visiting the prison or getting adequate resources for ministry to
prisoners more difficult).
The bishops note that many prisons have too little of education and drug treatment
programs and, often, very little support when prisoners are released. In 2000,
according to the bishops, 30 percent of prisoners in state prisons were baptized
Catholics. Over half a million children had a parent in jail. America's prison
population is six to twelve times higher per capita than that found in other western
countries. The bishops oppose capital punishment and the privatization of prisons
into the hands of for-profit, non-state, agencies.
George Williams, S.J., chaplain at California's San Quentin prison said the
following: "Since the late 1970s penology in the United States has steadily turned
from hope in the power of rehabilitation and reform and has instead embraced an
ideology of incapacitation and revenge. In the face of such indifference to the
plight of the incarcerated (and their families), Catholic prison ministry is needed
more than ever!" Nine California bishops visited San Quentin in October, 2013.
They also talked to inmates who stressed the need for better re-entry programs and
also preventative programs for teenagers. Many of inmates now serving long
sentences began their crime careers as teenagers.
Another resource for thinking about prison ministry can be found in a 2012 Pew
Forum Survey of 730 of the 1,474 paid prison chaplains in U.S. state prisons.
Seventy-one percent of them are Protestant, 44 percent evangelical Protestant.
Two-thirds of the chaplains were satisfied with their jobs. They noted a fair
amount of religious switching in jails. When asked about different groups, the
highest percent thought Catholics were shrinking in numbers (although 75 percent

thought Catholics remained the same). Only 33 percent said they followed up on
released prisoners.
There are lacunae in coverage. In 2012, 166 Catholic prisoners in state prison in
Solano, California appealed to get a chaplain which they had been lacking. Some
of the data on Catholic prison ministry can be found from the American Catholic
Correctional Chaplains' Association. Others can be found by going online, looking
for Catholic Prison Ministry in (e.g., Des Moines, Arlington, Los Angeles etc.). I
noted that the web page about Catholic prison ministry in Arlington, Virginia
remarked that of the 23 jail and prison facilities in the diocese, only 13 receive
regular visits by Catholic volunteers. Of those 13, five facilities have regular
masses and enjoy the presence of a chaplain once a week.
The Arlington web page lists the kinds of ministries undertaken by priests, deacons
(increasingly deacons are the usual chaplain in prison ministry) and other
volunteers: (1) They visit one-on-one with the incarcerated. (2) Help organize
religious services: mass, confession, etc. (3) Conduct bible study, faith sharing and
catechesis. (4) Provide pre-GED tutoring, ESL programs and teach basic computer
skills.
Volunteers outside the facilities can: (1) Organize individuals and small groups to
pray daily for the prisoners, the volunteers and their ministry, the chaplains and
correctional officers. (2) Join legislative advocacy networks for rights of prisoners.
(3) Create a parish-based aftercare team. (4) Assist ex-offenders in their transition
to the community through mentoring and support circles. (5) Write letters to
individuals who are in prison for life or for long sentences and those on death row.
(6) Join vigils when executions take place. (7) Collect greeting cards and other
supplies for inmates; (8) Assist families of victims (or offenders) they know in
their parishes.
One important assistance to families is the Get On The Bus program. My parish
participates in this. There are 856,000 American children who have a parent in jail.
In 60 percent of the cases the jail is located more than 100 miles from where they
live. Often they are in the care of grandparents who can not easily drive so far.
Fifty-six percent of mothers and 57 percent of fathers in prison claim they never
see their children. Get On The Bus arranges to take children by bus to the prison
facility where they can have a four hour visit with their parent. Evidence suggests
that continued contact with a parent in jail increases both the likelihood that the
child will not get into crime and that the parent is more likely not to become
recidivist after their release.

Much really needs to be done if we would hear that injunction of Jesus: "I was in
prison and you visited me." Michael Kennedy S.J. had a number of juvenile
offenders write Pope Francis during holy week. The letters were quite moving.
Two stood out for me. "Dear Pope Francis, tonight we pray for all the victims of
violence. The families of people we hurt need healing. Our families need healing.
We are all in pain. Let us feel Jesus' healing tonight." Another told the pope: "I
read that the harshest sentence that a youth can receive in Italy is twenty years. I
wish this was true here. I am glad to be a Catholic because we have a pope like
you. We need examples of God like you in this violent world." As The Letter to the
Hebrews reminds us: "Be mindful of prisoners, as if sharing their imprisonment."
In one sense we all do share it!

