
were children as young as 8 or 9  
incarcerated there.  How could that be?  
It was explained that they were probably 
accessories to an armed robbery or 
something of that nature.  After a brief 
tour of the outer buildings, we all  
attended Mass with the boys in  
detention.  The first thing I noticed was 
how all the boys walked single file with 
their hands clasped behind their backs.  
There were guards scattered throughout 
the room.  The Mass was in both English 
and Spanish, and the homily was  
wonderful and inspiring. 

After Mass, the large group was  
broken into several smaller ones, and we 
were instructed to go with our group 
leader and simply listen while the  
experienced leader listened to and spoke 
to the boys in our group.  I was very 
quiet and listened to the boys as they 
spoke of family visits, 
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warranted and seemed to anticipate a 
severe punishment even before his case 
was heard. 

The realm of “restorative justice” is 
one which our Catholic bishops explore 
at length in their document, Responsibil-
ity, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A 
Catholic Perspective on Crime and 
Criminal Justice issued in the year 2000.  
The teaching of this document is set 
forth by the editor of Voice in the  
Wilderness elsewhere in this issue.  The 
outcome of rehabilitation is seldom  
realized and often overshadowed by an 
emphasis on punishment 

later, after his release, that I helped him 
endure his time of imprisonment. 

I had an opportunity, more recently, 
to visit a priest who was arrested for 
accusations of child sexual abuse, in Los 
Angeles.  During my visit, we did not 
discuss his case, but I know the visit 
brought a ray of hope into a very bleak 
situation.  It was a shock to see his feet 
completely shackled with chains so that 
he could not move more than a few 
inches even within his cell.  It seemed to 
me that such restraints were not  

- Msgr. Norm Priebe - 
Some years ago I visited a young 

man from another parish in the Los An-
geles County jail.  He had been an active 
teenager at church but fell in with bad 
friends and committed a crime involving 
an automobile and his friends.  He was 
sentenced to prison time, and I visited 
him before his transfer to State peniten-
tiary.  It would be hard for me to over-
state what my visit meant to him, in 
terms of encouragement and support.  
He wrote to thank me and told me much )���������$����

JAILHOUSE ROCK 
- Cathy Fitzpatrick - 

Have you ever been to jail?  Not as 
an inmate, God forbid, but as a visitor or 
a lawyer going to consult with a client?  
We’ve all seen countless films...rows 
and rows of small cells/cages, hardened 
faces looking out as the visitor passes 
by...but most of us have never been there 
ourselves. 

A few years ago, a friend of mine in 
New York told me that she and her hus-
band were making weekly visits to a 
prison facility in upstate New York.  I 
just didn’t get it.  You’re doing what?  
And why?  What on earth do you talk 
about when you’re there?  Well, she 
answered, we just mostly listen and pray 
with them, if they want to.  This was all 
news to me because I hadn’t heard about 
the Prison Ministry, which in fact was 

taking hold in parishes all across the 
country. 

As a little kid in Catholic school, I 
learned the Corporal Works of Mercy, 
and most of them made sense to me and 
were pretty easy to accomplish:  “Feed 
the hungry... give drink to the thirsty… 
clothe the naked…”  Well, I reasoned to 
myself, I give food and water to the 
Food Pantry - LAX and I donate clothes 
to St. Vincent de Paul, so I guess I’m 
doing all right.  But “...visit the  
imprisoned...”  How do I do that? 

A couple of years ago I found out 
that we, have a Detention Ministry here 
at St. Jerome.  The first Sunday of the 
month, we meet in the church parking 
lot around 7:30 a.m. and carpool to  
Juvenile Hall, the detention center for 
young offenders here in LA. 

My first visit was a real eye-opener.  
For one thing, I found out that there 

“WHEN DID YOU VISIT ME IN PRISON?”  



Catholic identity to the point where, for 
whatever reason (one can easily conjure 
up a few), we are ashamed to speak of 
our vision to the world.  Jesus once said, 
“You are the light of the world.  A city 
built upon a mountain top cannot be 

hidden” (Mt 5: 14).  Our 
country truly needs to hear 
the Christian wisdom that the 
Church has to offer at this 
critical time in its history.  It 
has often been said that 
Catholic social teaching is 
the best-kept secret of the 
Church.  A best-kept secret 
indeed, a secret kept hidden 
under a basket, for few 
among us are even willing to 
proudly show it off to our 

friends, much less standing tall, with 
heads held high, proclaiming the truth to 
all who are willing to listen. 

What I am talking about is the  
disastrous situation in which we find our 
nation at this time.  We have been 
plunged into a near-depression that is 
causing untold grief and suffering not 
only to people in our own country but to 
people across the globe.  Because of 
greed on the part of some, millions upon 
millions of innocent people across the 
globe have been made to suffer.  This is, 
of course, to say nothing of the unbear-
able debt burden we will pass on to our 
children and our children’s children.  To 
speak in the plainest of terms, the  
predicament we find ourselves in has 
resulted from unwise 
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Letter from the Editor  

in our nation’s criminal justice system.  
And in the popular mentality, attitudes 
of vengeance and vindictiveness are 
witnessed much more frequently than 
attitudes of reconciliation and  
restoration. 

It is good to visit those who are  
imprisoned.  Sister Suzanne Jabro, who 
pioneered “detention ministry” in this 
Archdiocese, once asked inmates in a 
state prison, “What can we do for you?”  
They said: “Everything!  Anything!  We 
have nothing!  Just sit with us for an 
hour.”  The hunger and poverty of those 
incarcerated are as real as those of a 
homeless person living on the street.  A 

recent magazine article said that the task 
of the Church in this millennium is not 
to get people to come to church, but to 
get the people who are in the Church to 
go out to those on the margin of society.  
It is there that transformation is waiting 
– not only for those on the margin but 
also for those going out to them. 

In “detention ministry” we are called 
to do what Jesus did – to put people in 
our boat and bring them to the other 
shore.  It is only in this way that all of us 
are saved.  We may not realize that 
when we enter a jail or prison we are 
going to meet Christ there.  Christ is 
waiting for us.  He will act with us and 
will change us.  This spirituality is  

basically that of being human and giving 
witness to the living face of God as we 
walk with the imprisoned during a  
difficult time in their lives. 

This ministry must also embrace the 
victims and family members affected by 
violent crime.  They need someone to 
share their hurt and anger, and they need 
help to acquire a spirit of reconciliation.  
Those who serve in detention ministry 
are a sign to the entire community of a 
spirit of reconciliation, a spirit that puts 
aside vengeance and revenge. 

Consider the possibility of this  
ministry in your life today.  It will be 
comforting for each of us to hear one 
day the words of Christ: “I was in prison 
and you visited me.”   �  

seeks to build the Kingdom of God “on 
earth as it is in heaven.” 

In our state of self-doubt and confu-
sion, many question where our society is 
headed.  Are we a war-minded country 
or do we really believe in our role as 
peacemakers?  Our economy 
is in near free-fall; American 
prestige in the world is at 
epic lows; the number of 
people losing their jobs can 
be judged by the number of 
people standing in line at 
shelters and food banks; 
there is an unprecedented 
rate of home foreclosures; 
and, what is worst of all, the 
very life of our planet is 
threatened.  All speak to the 
fact that the City of God remains still an 
unrealized utopia. 

Confronted with this rather desperate 
picture, we must ask what the Catholic 
Church has to say to this sad string of 
events from the perspective of wisdom 
accumulated over the millennia.  Can we 
afford to stand idly by, twiddling our 
thumbs, while praying for God’s inter-
vention?  Or shall we heed the prompt-
ings of the prophets and read the gospels 
in the light of the times and shout out 
that it is justice that God wants, not  
sacrifices and lengthy prayers? 

We Catholics have a great treasure of 
wisdom to draw from in offering our 
country the kind of direction it needs in 
these dire times.  But it almost seems 
that we have lost confidence in our 

Only the other day I came across a  
passage referring to Saint Augustine’s 
The City of God, which is a tale of two 
cities, the City of God and the City of 
Man.  Out of curiosity I wondered 
whether Charles Dickens might have 
gotten his idea for the title of his book, 
A Tale of Two Cities from Augustine.  
Both have a striking message that re-
minds us that tough times are not unique 
to our age.  Listen to the opening words 
of Dickens’ novel: “It was the best of 
times, it was the worst of times, it was 
the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it 
was the epoch of incredulity, it was the 
season of Light, it was the season of 
Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it 
was the winter of despair, we had every-
thing before us, we had nothing before 
us, we were all going direct to Heaven, 
we were all going direct the other way--
in short, the period was so far like the 
present period, that some of its noisiest 
authorities insisted on its being received, 
for good or for evil, in the superlative 
degree of comparison only.”  Sound 
familiar?  Saint Augustine, on the other 
hand, in his Christian vision of the 
times, contrasted the City of Man, in 
which wealth and power are sought as 
the ultimate good, with the City of God, 
in which Christian values intended by 
God for man’s happiness hold reign.  
The City of Man is built upon selfish-
ness and greed while the City of God 
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Bridges to Somewhere: An Interview with Willard Hall  

- Pat Nolcox - 
Willard Hall was born August 22, 

1932, in Natchez, MS.  We have been 
friends since childhood.  He has been 
married to Emma Matthews Hall, also 
from Natchez, for 58 years.  They have 5 
grown children, 6 grand children and 2 
great-grandchildren. 

Willard moved to Los Angeles in 
1952, preceded by his wife Emma in 
1951, who had successfully secured a 
job for him at Rockwell Intl.  He had the 
great fortune of having employment 
before moving to an unfamiliar state.   
Through the years, Willard’s family and 
our family have remained emotionally 
close, though there were times when we 
didn’t see each other for years.  As I 
reflect on those years, one of the things 
that always impressed me about Willard 
was that, whenever I saw him, he was 
always moving forward, involving him-
self in things that would, in some way, 
advance himself, his family, his friends 
and his community.  Quietly, but delib-
erately, his life has been characterized 
by a strong work ethic, a sense of  
responsibility for family, a love for his 
Church and the cause of social justice.  
The roads he traveled often led to  
unforeseen destinations, but the underly-
ing theme was always that of service.   

My reason for initiating this  
interview was to discuss with him the 
period of his life when he served as 
Chaplain of Century Regional Detention 
Facility.  I wanted to know what  
motivated him toward this ministry, 
what was his philosophy for providing 
service to the inmates, what were his 
major contributions to the programs  
provided for the inmates and what were 
some of his lasting impressions. 

At the time of his beginning involve-
ment in detention ministry, Willard and 
his family were, and still are, members 
of St. John the Evangelist Catholic 
Church on the corner of 63rd Street and 
Victoria Avenue in Los Angeles.  He 
was active in the hospitality ministries 
and other services that put him in direct 
contact with his fellow parishioners.  His 
pastor approached him to consider  
becoming a deacon.  He discussed this 
significant spiritual decision with his 

wife, Emma, who agreed and willingly 
joined him in the five years of study it 
took to become a deacon.  Bishop Carl 
Fisher, whom Willard considered a 
friend and mentor, urged him to become 
a volunteer at the Men’s Central Jail.  
This was before he was ordained as  
deacon.  By the time he was ordained in 
1990, he was already a volunteer chap-
lain and the only Black chaplain in the 
Archdiocese.  In 1993, the now-Deacon 
Hall was assigned to be head Chaplain 
of the Century Regional Detention Facil-
ity.  This was a new facility still in the 
planning stages and Deacon Hall had the 

privilege of participating in the planning 
and opening of the facility.  His philoso-
phy, he states, was that the inmate is 
always “somebody.”  His duty, as he 
saw it, was to bring the compassion and 
loving presence of Christ into the prison, 
to give the inmate a chance to find God 
in him- or herself, to promote programs 
that enhanced the inmate’s dignity and 
improved the skills of the inmate and to 
be nonjudgmental, by separating  
behavior from the person.  He concedes 
the reality that there are some persons in 
prison who exhibit the behavior of a 
criminal mind, as do some outside the 
prison walls.  They possess all the flaws, 
quirks, gifts, nobility and sins that define 
humanity.  But Deacon Hall believes, as 
does Sister Helen Prejean, that “social 
justice is about the gospel message of 
Jesus that compassion is stronger than 
vengeance and love is stronger than 
hate.”  Among the programs he  
promoted were: Sunday visitation for the 
families of the trustees, educational  

opportunities that made it possible to 
earn a GED, high school diploma or 
vocational certificate, and providing 
group and individual counseling.  He 
also provided counseling for some staff 
members.  Deacon Hall is a strong be-
liever in rehabilitation and he is the first 
to admit, unfortunately, that it does not 
always have the desired results.  But 
when it did, it was magnificently re-
warding!  Deacon Hall was Chaplain at 
the facility until 1999.   

Subsequently, he has served the 
Archdiocese in other capacities.  At the 
request of Bishop Clark he served, 
briefly, as Parish Life Director at St. 
Eugene Catholic Church.  He now 
serves as Vicar of Canonical Services 
there, where one of his duties is finger-
printing all staff members who work 
with children.  He still serves as Deacon 
at St. John the Evangelist, and is work-
ing at present with the committee 
charged with planning their 100th  
anniversary.   

From Geisenberger’s Wholesale 
Drug Co, in Natchez, MS, where at the 
age of 14, my friend was given responsi-
bilities far beyond his years, to the Boys’ 
Market in Los Angeles where he worked 
for 20 years, advancing from box-boy to 
supervisor.  Moving on to Lipton/Lawry 
Co. and becoming “Top Salesman in the 
U.S.,” to the Office of Restorative  
Justice for the Archdiocese of Los  
Angeles, my friend has crossed many 
bridges, each leading to somewhere. 

�  

US Catholic Bishops have said: 

“The antidote to violence is 
love, not more violence.” 

“Human dignity is not  
something we earn by our 

good behavior; it is something 
we have as children of God.” 

“All of us are called to stand  
with victims in their hurt  

and in their search for  
healing and genuine justice.” 

A Cell at Century Regional 
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A Choice for Life – Sister Helen Prejean, CSJ 

Who is in Prison? 

- Joan Albano - 
It is easy to let fear override compas-

sion when dealing with prison-related 
issues like overcrowding, violence,  
communicable disease, and limited  
rehabilitation opportunities.  The United 
States adult prison population exceeds 
2.3 million; higher than any other  
officially reported prison population in 
the world (countries with totalitarian 
regimes may be underreporting their 
prison populations).  This is, 
in large part, due to the war 
on drugs, which led to in-
creased sentences for non-
violent crimes.  Prisoners in 
the U.S. are disproportion-
ately Black (3138 prisoners 
per 100,000 Black men in 
the US) and Hispanic (1259 
prisoners per 100,000 His-
panic men).  White men are 
incarcerated at a rate of 481 per 100,000.  
Forty-six percent of prisoners have a 
family member who was incarcerated, 
and only 57% of prisoners have a high 
school diploma or equivalent.  Research 
suggests minorities are actively targeted 
(whether intentionally or subcon-
sciously) by law enforcement (see  
Rising to Common Ground: Overcoming 
America’s Color Lines by Danny 
Collum).  Socioeconomic issues like 
poverty, earning potential and quality of 
education further influence one’s likeli-
hood of incarceration.  Not everyone 
gets a fair shake and this is confirmed by 

much research. 
It is also easy to assume that those in 

prison deserve to be there.  But consider 
the early Christians who were impris-
oned for their threatening radical beliefs.  
John the Baptist was beheaded  
(Mt 14:10).  Jesus himself was despised 
and executed because his ideas threat-
ened the powers of that day (Acts 11:5).  
It seems noble in the context of early 
Christianity.  Then we have the words of 
Jesus to contend with: “Come, you who 

are blessed by my father.   
Inherit the kingdom prepared 
for you from the foundation of 
the world,” because, the Son of 
Man says, he was “in prison 
and you visited me” (Mt 25: 34-
36).  Me?  The Son of Man  
appears to identify Himself with 
those in prison.  Finally, we 
might ask ourselves whether we 
ought not to be there too, like 

Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and others who were jailed for 
acting nonviolently in accordance with 
their consciences?  These people were 
considered to be threats to society as 
well. 

A distinction must be made between 
the behavior of outright criminals and 
the saints, but we see this only in hind-
sight.  Furthermore, does this distinction 
justify inhumane prison conditions, or 
legitimatize the injustices that cause so 
many wrong incarcerations?  Do we dare 
wash our hands of these problems as 
Pontius Pilate did? 

Doing detention ministry showed me 
how desperately God is needed, wanted, 
and is with people in trouble.  At a Mass 
I attended at Central Juvenile Hall with a 
room full of inmates, yes, “criminals,” if 
you insist, I sensed that Christ was 
forcefully, palpably present.  Yes, I felt 
fear, but even more powerfully, I sensed 
compassion and mercy, as boys in men’s 
bodies fought tears at having a stranger 
visit them, or tears of pain and fear  
because these children long to shed the 
tough exterior required to survive in 
“Juvie.”  To me they needed a hug from 
mom, a home-cooked meal, someone to 
make sure they come home at a reason-
able hour.  They freely choose to attend 
Mass, gratefully accept offers to pray for 
them, and demonstrate heartfelt  
reverence for God.  Unfortunately, the 
simple truth is that their stay in Juvenile 
Hall increases their likelihood of adult 
incarceration. 

The problems seem insurmountable, 
but we can begin by asking: How many 
prisoners would thrive if we treated 
them differently?  Why is the world’s 
richest country satisfied to lock up so 
many of its own citizens without  
challenging the root causes of incarcera-
tion?  What if Christ crucified, victim-
ized, and despised is there among these 
so-called riffraff, where the scriptures 
always placed him?  Will our prisoners 
be held accountable for their situations, 
or will we answer for our indifference to 
their plight? And once again, the quote 
is “when I was in prison you visited me”     

�  

- Theresa Marcello - 
A leading American advocate for the 

abolition of the death penalty, Sr. Helen 
is a religious of the Sisters of St. Joseph 
of Medaille.  A native of Louisiana, her 
current mission began through her work 
with the poor of New Orleans.  In 1981 
she received an invitation to write to a 
man on death row.  After corresponding 
and counseling him for two and a half 
years, she walked Patrick Sonnier to the 
electric chair.   

As Sr. Helen explains, her under-
standing of the gospel of Jesus led her to 
tell him she would be the face of Christ 

for him as he was electrocuted.  This 
experience gave her greater insight into 
the process involved in executions and 
she began speaking out against capital 
punishment.  Since that first execution in 

1984 she has accompanied another six 
people to their execution.  The last two, 
she became convinced, were innocent. 

Together with her mission to be a 
voice for the condemned, she felt the 
need to work with the victims’ families 
and for the dignity of human life in both.  
This led Sr. Helen to found an organiza-
tion called “Survive,” which is devoted 
to providing counseling to the families 
of victims of violence.  In her books, 
Dead Man Walking and The Death of 
Innocents, she tells stories of both the 
victims and the perpetrators.  She  
believes we do not need to give the  
government the power to execute in this 
country.  We can be )���������$�� �
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or lack thereof, babies of their 16-year-
old wives or girl friends, and their  
anxiety about an approaching court date.  
I realized I had entered a strange new 
world, which was way beyond my life 
and comfort zone. 

On my second visit a few months 
later, I noticed gang tagging on the 
backs of the benches in some of the 
rooms.  I was struck by the irony.  Most, 
if not all, of the kids incarcerated were 
there because of criminal gang activity, 
and were most probably all from rival 
gangs.  So why was tagging allowed to 
remain in plain sight?  Why didn’t the 
people in charge do something about it?  
It occurred to me that a little paint would 
easily cover it up.  I have a lot of half-
filled paint cans at home.  Maybe I can 
come and get a painting team together 
and paint over the graffiti.  I thought I’d 
ask someone in charge or make a phone 
call about my idea when I got home, but 
I’m sorry to say I never got around to it. 

My third visit to Juvenile Hall was 
different.  The tagging was still there, 
and I made another mental note to  
follow up on my painting scheme.  
Again we attended Mass, and as the 
boys filed out, they all shook hands with 
our group and thanked us for coming.  
There was something very moving about 

this one-on-one contact and personal eye 
contact, however brief.  When we sat 
around a small table with the boys, I 
noticed I felt more relaxed and more 
open to the conversation.  I was both 
shocked and enlightened when one of 
the boys, a hard-core gang member, 
made it clear that he would return to his 
gang as soon as he was freed.  It didn’t 
sound like he had any other option.  He 
felt that they were his “family.”  When 
the subject of tagging came up, he  
explained that he felt guilty if he went to 
sleep at night and he hadn’t tagged any-
thing that day.  He had failed in a  
responsibility.  He had let the gang 
down. 

Another boy spoke of his nervous-
ness about his upcoming visit to juvenile 
court.  There is always great anxiety 
about this for the boys.  And then there 
was this other boy.  He was special.  
There was something about him.  He 
was different.  It was his gang involve-
ment that got him into Juvenile Hall, but 
he wanted to be free of all that.  I could 
just tell.  He spoke quietly and intelli-
gently of wanting a different life.  He 
had dreams.  He was artistic and was 
drawing all the time.  I could feel tears 
welling up but I fought them back  
because it seemed inappropriate.  But I 
wanted to reach out.  I wanted to say the 

right thing.  I wanted to help him some-
how.  I had the thought, could I adopt 
him?  Could I provide a good home for 
him?  Could I help him turn his life 
around?  Could my husband and I take 
on such a huge responsibility?  Am I 
crazy?  These thoughts flashed through 
my mind in a nanosecond, but the boy 
and I made eye contact, and I swear he 
read my thoughts.  Somehow I believe 
he knew I wanted to help and I was 
sending love his way; me, a stranger just 
visiting for a day, and yet someone who 
was connecting on some deeper level.  I 
could swear he had a tear in his eye, too, 
and like me he held it back so it would-
n’t fall.  And then it was time to leave. 

I wished I could have done more.  
Many months have passed and I haven’t 
been back.  I am planning to visit again 
the first Sunday in February.  We never 
get to see the same group of boys  
because they come and go.  There are so 
many of them, and the group assign-
ments are random.  I don’t remember his 
name, but his face and his spirit haunt 
me.  I sadly accept that I can’t “fix” all 
the things I’d like to.  But hopefully, we 
can all make a little difference, one visit 
at a time. 

And, yes, I still have all that paint, 
and, yes, I still plan to get that painting 
party organized one of these days.   �  

- Tony Fadale - 
JustFaith, a national program  

designed to transform people of good 
heart to advocates for social justice,  
offers a program focused on prison  
reform.  The six-week experience is one 
of the four Just Matters, which are 
smaller programs offered by JustFaith.  
It is called Prison Reform: The Church 
of the Second Chance.  The module was 
designed by an inmate named Jens  
Soering, who is serving a life sentence 
without possibility of parole.   

The curriculum includes prayer, 
reading, discussion, research, journaling 
and videos, culminating with a “border 
crossing” experience (visiting a prison).  
The goal is to motivate participants to 
challenge their traditional view of the 
penal system.  The text used is The 

Church of the Second Chance: A Faith-
Based Approach to Prison Reform, by 
Soering.  The companion text is  
Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and  
Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on 
Crime and Criminal Justice, a statement 
of the Catholic Bishops of the United 
States.  Soering’s other books are The 
Way of the Prisoner, An Expensive Way 
To Make Bad People Worse and The  
Convict Christ. 

Since Soering is inside the walls of a 
prison, this experience is an “immersion 
into the issue from the ‘inside.’”  He 
provides the participants many  
perspectives to see what positives a  
reformed prison system could create for 
the prisoner, the victims of the crime and 
all of society. 

The curr iculum encourages  

participants to take one extra step after 
finishing all the lessons – to step out of 
their social and economic cocoon and 
get a look at the penal system from the 
inside.  The group that this author  
co-facilitated decided to visit a Los  
Angeles County Probation Camp for 
boys 12 to 18 years of age.  The  
participants attended Mass with the boys 
on a Saturday morning.  Afterwards, 
they sat and talked to some of the boys 
for about forty minutes.  The group 
came away with a new insight into the 
lives of boys caught in a system that 
didn’t offer much hope and has a high 
rate of recidivism. 
To read more about this program and to 
download a flyer for recruitment  
purposes visit http://www.justfaith.org/ 
or e-mail infor@justfaith.org    �  

A JustFaith Invitation to all Interested in Detention Ministry 
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choices made by people who have duped 
the general public into believing that the  
unregulated market really works for the 
good of all.  Meanwhile, defying the 
principle of gravity, wealth has worked 
its way up to the top so that, to use that 
trite phrase, “The rich have gotten richer 
and the poor poorer.” 

If this sounds like a broken record, so 
be it, but I believe it bears repeating.  
Contrary to the opinion of some,  
Catholic social teaching is not the fruit 
of wild-eyed liberal thinking, but it is 
deduced from the very words and  

actions of Jesus Christ.  Because of the 
example of Jesus embracing the poor 
and suffering, the Church has made its 
decision to stand on the side of the poor.  
Jesus stood up to military power of the 
Roman Empire and the unbearable  
demands imposed upon the people by 
the temple authorities, for which he paid 
the ultimate price.  It is time for us to 
“take up our crosses and follow after 
him” by speaking out in the name of the 
City of God to demand that lust for 
power and the drive to control be  
replaced with a thirst for justice and 
peace. 

In this issue of the Voice in the  
Wilderness, we are addressing the final 
stipulation for entry into the kingdom of 
God as dictated by Jesus in his Last  
Discourse: “When I was in prison you 
visited me.”  I hope you will read the 
various articles of this issue, which 
touch upon some aspects of the crime 
and punishment system of our nation.  
We also hope that some information 
presented here may prompt you to weigh 
in on the various issues and take up the 
challenge to demand justice and peace 
for the commonweal of our people.   �  

PRISONER 

- S. D. Silva - 

Alone, forsaken, 
Trapped in a tomb of steel and stone, 
I am surrounded by my foes. 
They wait like jackals to devour me, 
Their sharp teeth glinting in the dark. 
Am I still human? 
I’ll never be an easy mark. 
I steel myself so I feel nothing - 
Still rage and fear 
Rise bitter in my throat. 
I set my face like flint. 
No one can read my heart. 
Who can I trust? 
My eyes are wary 
And my skin warns me of danger. 

Who can I trust? 
My mother used to write me 
Long letters stained with tears. 
She does not visit; 
She can’t afford the fare 
Or go the distance. 
Too many times I’ve been in trouble. 
She is an empty sack, 
Exhausted 
So her kids won’t feel the lack 
Of food or shelter 
Since the old man went away. 
She prays the streets 
Won’t eat her children’s souls 
But then she watches 
As they drift into the night 
One by one 
And disappear. 
A bullet found my brother. 
Now he lies rigid 
In the cold ground, 

Lonelier than I. 
And my mama? 
She has no tears left to cry, 
No coins for useless stamps and pens, 
No hope her pain will ever end. 

Is this what I was born for, 
To be a worm waiting to die? 
Kill or be killed - 
Will I never see the sky? 
Or smell new grass, 
The warm damp earth, 
The heady perfume of a woman’s body… 
Feel the shudder of release 
As she clings to me, 
Then fades to softness 
As she slips into her dreams 
And sheds me like a snakeskin. 
I have no future. 
Why waste a dream? 

**** 

safe without that because we have  
prisons. 

Through her work for the  
condemned, Sister Helen began a  
dialogue with Pope John Paul II about 
the death penalty.  As a result of her 
efforts and those of many other death 
penalty foes, the Pope intervened, and, 
in the 1997 edition of the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, ten words were 
eliminated, which had been a criteria for 
state executions for the preceding 1700 
years.  In other words, no matter how 
grave or grievous the crimes, we as a 

society have a way to defend ourselves 
without multiplying the violence by  
killing the killers. 

In 1999 when the Pope was in St. 
Louis, for the first time he put the death 
penalty together with other life issues, 
such as saying “no” to abortion, eutha-
nasia, and physician assisted suicide.  
The death penalty, he said, is both cruel 
and unnecessary.  This view is called the 
Consistent Life Ethic.   

Recent statistics show executions and 
new death sentences continued their 
nationwide decline in 2008, as states 
wrestled with legal, moral and financial 

concerns about capital punishment.  
New Jersey abolished the death penalty 
in 2008.  Other states such as New York 
and New Mexico are seriously  
contemplating either a moratorium or 
the complete abolition of the death pen-
alty.  The number of innocent people 
exonerated from death row, now stand-
ing at 117, is still growing.  The mount-
ing evidence is enough to convince 
many proponents of the death penalty 
that the system is seriously flawed. 
For more information on this issue and 
to sign the Moratorium Campaign, visit 
info@moratoriumcampaign.org   �  
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Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. 
(Henry David Thoreau in Civil Disobedience) 
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A Countercultural Statement 
- Tom Lenert - 

Before you read any further, be fore-
warned that what you are about to read 
is a summary of a surprisingly daring 
document.  It runs counter to the most 
commonly-accepted wisdom that has 
been hyped by the tough-on-crime  
advocates over the years.  And who 
could the authors of such a countercul-
tural statement be?  You may be  
surprised to know that they are none 
other than the Catholic Bishops of the 
United States of America.  But how 
could the Bishops go against policies so 
deeply entrenched in public opinion? 

Well, the answer has been brewing 
for many years, but really came to the 
surface when in March of 2000 Pope 
John Paul II spoke out: “We are still a 
long way from the time when our  
conscience can be certain of having done 
everything possible to prevent crime and 
to control it effectively…and, at the 
same time, to offer to those who commit 
crimes a way of redeeming themselves 
and make a positive return to society.”  
Only eight months later, our Catholic 
Bishops issued this statement: Responsi-
bility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration:  
A Catholic Perspective on Crime and 
Criminal Justice 

The Bishops profess that their  
interest in making this statement has 
nothing to do with political interests, but 
stems entirely from their moral concerns 
for the health and good of our Church 
members and of society as a whole.  In 
contrast to mean-spirited vindictiveness, 
they propose greater civility, efforts at 
true crime prevention and serious steps 
toward genuine rehabilitation.  They 
reprimand extremes on both sides of the 
political spectrum represented by the 
vengeful “three strikes and you’re out” 
versus the soft-on-crime “criminals are 
simply trapped by their background.”  
To arrive at a better solution, they insist 
we must find a new approach. 

In preparing this paper, the Bishops 
entered into a thorough consultation 
process with a broad coalition of experts 
in the field.  Most are in agreement that 
the “...status quo is not working…
victims are often ignored, offenders are 
often not rehabilitated, and many  

communities are losing their sense of 
security.”  In their study, some  
compelling facts caught their attention: 
· After an ever-growing number of 

crimes between 1960 and 1991, 
crime rates have fallen steadily ever 
since, for reasons not agreed upon. 

· Yet in 1998, one out of every 27 
Americans under the age of 12 was 
a victim of violent crime and one 
out of every four households suf-
fered a property crime. 

· African and Hispanic Americans are 
victimized at much higher rates. 

· One and a half million children have 
a parent in prison. 

The Bishops noted that in recent 
years there has been a growing call for 
attention to the needs of those affected 
by crime.  On the other hand, the  
Bishops agree that too much emphasis 
has been placed upon punishment of the 
perpetrator and too little attention given 
to the hurts and needs of the victims.  In 
particular, the Bishops decry the grow-
ing tendency to judge minors as adults.  
They question why the imprisonment 
rate in the U.S. is six to twelve times 
higher than that of other Western  
countries.  For this, they point to the new 
“zero tolerance” policies.  While the 
costs of incarceration have risen  
dramatically in recent years, the budgets 
for education, health care and human 
services have remained stagnant and,  
in some states, have fallen. 

On the other hand, while endorsing 
the importance of crime prevention, the 
Bishops note that too little attention is 
directed to some of the root causes of 
crime, namely the refusal to address the 
proliferation of guns in our society, the 
media glorification of violence and  
exploitation of sexuality, the spread of 
poverty, and the lack of substance abuse 
programs for drug offenders, which is a 
major reason for prison overcrowding.  
“Fighting poverty, educating children, 

and supporting families are essential anti
-crime strategies,” they assert. 

The Bishops formulated their  
proposal on the paradoxical demands of 
mercy and justice.  Not surprisingly, 
they began with the intrinsic dignity of 
the human person, which applies to both 
victim and offender.  Paraphrasing a 
striking statement of the Bishops, ‘no 
person is worse than the worst act he 
may have committed!’  In the prayer that 
Jesus taught us, he rejected retaliation 
and revenge when he asked us to 
“forgive those who trespass against us” 
as a condition of our being forgiven. 

To highlight the salient emphases 
embraced by the Bishops, consider three 
proposals, from among the eleven made, 
that strike me as most important.  They 
are the following: 
No. 5 – Allowing victims to participate 
more fully in the criminal justice process 
to know that justice is being done to-
gether with the possibility of confronting 
the offender and asking for reparations. 
No. 6 – Encouraging restorative justice 
programs that allow for mediation  
between victims and offenders who offer 
restitution for their crimes. 
No. 7 – Insisting that punishment have a 
rehabilitative purpose.  This would  
require less spending on new prison  
construction so that more can go to  
programs that have proven effective in 
areas of “crime prevention, rehabilita-
tion, education, substance abuse treat-
ment and programs of probation, parole 
and reintegration.” 

Finally, the Bishops address the role 
of the Church in this matter.  In sum, 
they state that the mission of the 
Church calls us to reach out to victims 
of crime and to their families as well 
as to those in prison and the families 
they left behind (emphasis mine).  The 
Church must advocate for the following 
clearly defined purposes: [1] protecting 
the vulnerable members of society; [2] 
assisting the victims and their families; 
[3] rehabilitating those who break the 
law so that “both the most wounded  
victim and the most callous criminal 
retain their humanity.”  The outcome 
intended must be justice, contrition, 
reparation and reintegration of all into 
the community!   �  

“The death penalty offers the 
tragic illusion that we can  
defend life by taking life.” 

(US Catholic Bishops) 
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Environmental Corner 
Transitions 

- Jacqueline Welsh - 
Walk down the aisle of any grocery 

store.  Every single item has reached 
those shelves as a result of fossil fuels, a 
one-time bounty, a gift from God.  
Rather than continue our wasteful ways 
with this bounty, we ought to be figuring figuring 
out how to live on lessout how to live on less.  .  Remember last 
July when the cost of oil exceeded $147 
a barrel and gas at the pump was almost 
$5.00 a gallon.  That’s because oil  
discoveries reached their peak in the 
1970’s.  Since then, we have discovered 
far fewer oil fields, the average size of 
those fields has diminished and drilling 
has become much more costly.  With our 
energy-intense lifestyles, demand has 
accelerated at mind-boggling rates.  
We’re now near the point at which  
demand will exceed production.  That’s 
called “Peak Oil,” and it marks the end 
of cheap oil.  (Because of the current 
economic crisis, oil prices have fallen 
drastically, but we know this is the result 
of a temporary lull in the ongoing  
demand for oil.  We must not allow our-
selves to go back to our old consumptive 
ways just because oil has become 
cheaper momentarily.) 

Peak Oil—in combination with 
global warming—is bringing dramatic 
changes to the way we live.  The  
average item in today’s grocery store 

traveled 1500 miles from the point of 
origin to the store shelves.  As we enter 
an age of significantly higher transporta-
tion costs, when we absolutely must 
decrease our carbon emissions, our long-
distance transportation habits will have 
to change.  We must transition to life-
styles that demand less petroleum and 
less energy overall. 

Climate change is bringing erratic 
weather patterns that are making it 
harder to grow crops.  Already we’re 
seeing price increases, and our poorer 
citizens are struggling.  The combination 
of Peak Oil and climate change could 
bring food shortages such as we have 
never seen in our lifetimes.  But we have 
the choice either to let it happen and 
painfully adapt, or to plan for it.  If we 
look to the teaching of Jesus about living 
simple lives, we have our work cut out 
for us.  He also calls us to take responsi-
bility for one another.  Thus, it seems 
that we have a duty to make responsible 
plans and the responsibility to examine 
our ways for possible change. 

The Transition movement is a grass-
roots effort to prepare for an inevitable 
future by beginning to make those 
changes now.  This movement started in 
small towns in the UK, but there are 
hundreds of initiatives blossoming 
throughout the world today, including 
here in Los Angeles.  Transition com-
munities work to grow their local  
resilience, their ability to flex and adapt 
to the sweeping changes ahead. 

Transition communities do this by 
raising citizen awareness of the  
problems, by rebuilding their local  
economic base, and by retraining people 
in the basic skills of everyday life that 
we have unfortunately forgotten in this 
age of outsourcing.  It involves doing 
things like growing vegetables in our 
backyards, pickling and preserving 
them, sewing and mending our own 
clothes and the art of craftsmanship.  In 
addition, Transition communities build 
connections between people by creating 
concrete plans for “energy descent”—
how we’re going to achieve lower-
carbon, less energy-intense and less  
consumerist-oriented lifestyles. 

The Environmental Change-Makers 
have been hosting a series of Transition
-oriented events right here in West-
chester.  I personally have been learning 
what is being done in other places 
throughout the world, and how we can 
get the movement up and running here.  
We need responsible citizens like you to 
join these efforts.  Together we can 
make responsible plans—plans to  
provide food for people’s basic needs 
despite Peak Oil and climate change in 
response to Jesus’ call to care for one 
another. 

I plan to bring you more practical 
information in future Environmental 
Corner columns 

For more information and access to 
Transition resources, visit:    www. 
EnviroChangeMakers.org/ttla.htm   �  

Just a Thought… 
- Frank Campagna - 

Several articles in this issue of the 
Voice laud the efforts of our Detention 
Ministries and encourage our participa-
tion.  Great idea!  These endeavors are 
totally worthwhile and to be recom-
mended on-going.  Don’t we know more 
recruits are needed? 

Reading Theresa’s article on Sr. 
Helen Prejean’s work, where Sr. says 
“When we get into these deep life issues, 
we live in a culture that tries to polarize 
and say, ‘Either you're for the perpetra-
tor or you're for the victim.’  But we 
have to be for both and it's the dignity of 
human life in both.  So I work for both 
as all of us are called to do.”  It was then 
that it struck me:  What are we doing for 

the “other half” here at St. Jerome? 
If we, as the Church, are so  

concerned with the perpetrators of crime 
and the possibility of their redemption, 
shouldn’t we also have the same, or even 
greater, empathy for the victims of 
crime?  Of course, we hear the call to 
reach out to these individuals as well, 
but “reaching out” and establishing a 
formal network of assistance programs 
are not the same.  They do not constitute 
“separate but equal” ministries. 

Has something of great importance 
been missed?  Where are the multiplicity 
of Victims’ Ministries that should  
parallel the Detention Ministries? 

Calling all St. Jerome “doers!”  
Shouldn’t our parish champion this 
cause as well?  If this rings a bell in your 
thought processes, there’s good news.  

The Archdiocese now has an office 
called Victims’ Ministry: Office of  
Restorative Justice, which can assist 
parishes with the formation of support 
groups for victims.  Detailed info is 
available at (213) 438-4820, Mrs. Rita 
Chavez.  Time to take the reins?   �  
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