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'When was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?' 
Carol Schersten LaHurd, Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago 
 
 Twenty-five years ago I entered the Minnesota Correctional Facility at Stillwater, the 
state's largest maximum-security prison, housing 1,000 "felons." I wasn't there to be 
incarcerated, but to teach a one-day course.  
 After completing entry paper work, I was ushered into a cube of thick glass. A sliding 
door triple-locked behind me. Then the door on the opposite side opened. I was in prison.  
 There, in a locked room with just one large camera for security, I spent eight hours 
interacting with about thirty inmates who were enrolled in an intensive degree program. I was 
impressed with their level of knowledge and interest in my topic, the history of conflict in the 
Middle East.  
 Now in 2013 the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America is nearing completion of a 
comprehensive study and drafting of a social statement on criminal justice, as mandated by the 
2007 Churchwide Assembly for consideration by the 2013 Churchwide Assembly. It is my deep 
hope that this statement be carefully studied by ELCA congregations, that the Church Council 
recommend its adoption, and that the Churchwide Assembly endorse its use for education, 
ministry, and advocacy.  
 The prison at Stillwater may have been my first time inside the American incarceration 
system. But it was by no means my most intensely personal exposure. During the past ten years 
my spouse and I have had two friends imprisoned in different states for separate, serious crimes. 
We had known both through personal and professional association, and one had been a close 
family friend for over 30 years. We have learned the folly of making assumptions about which 
persons in our society are likely to end up incarcerated. Many families are totally unprepared to 
have relatives arrested, convicted, and given extensive sentences. 
 In these cases both men sorrowfully acknowledged their wrongdoing and pled guilty. 
One was sentenced to five years, the other to fifteen. We have been supportive of both men and 
their wives, and have visited in person the friend with the longer term. 
 Our experience has been a painful but valuable teacher about the prison system. The first 
lesson was what an intense and complex impact arrest and imprisonment bring for the immediate 
family and friends of both victim and perpetrator. The wife of one convicted friend said she felt 
like Hester Prynne in Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter, with a big "wife of prisoner" stamped on 
her forehead. Simultaneously she--and we on a less powerful level—had to deal with the mix of 
shock, anger, and grief. Then came the huge lifestyle and economic changes when a spouse is 
incarcerated for an extended period. 
 What is it like to be the close friend of a felon? Along with the shock, anger, and grief, 
my overwhelming response has been one of gratitude for the Lutheran understanding of grace. 
Without doubt, what our friends had done was terrible in both cases. That both acknowledged 
their guilt only partly eased our perplexed anguish. Some acquaintances who knew about their 
arrests urged us to sever our ties with both men and their wives. 
 But we believe our imprisoned friends remain children of God whom we are called to 
love. Grace has enabled us to stay clear-eyed about their sin and crime, even as we continue 
caring for them. Just as we know love as a verb, I have come to understand grace as a verb. God 
acts grace-fully for us. We act for others in response. 



 In the case of one of these convicted friends, the response included learning about the 
punitive aspects far beyond incarceration itself: insufficiently warm blankets and clothing, 
inadequate medical treatment, and unhealthful meals. Films and television often depict prisoners 
living two to a cell. One of our friends spent a couple years living in a large barrack crammed 
with bunk beds. The personal--but not private--space for each inmate was a cot and a two-drawer 
cabinet. The most notable feature of his cot was broken springs that dug into his back all night. 
 In a bizarre twist, some facilities prevent inmates from doing prison jobs that make use of 
their vocational skills. Librarians are barred from working in the library; technology specialists 
can't work on the prison computers. One friend's wife smiled wryly as she noted one exception: 
if an inmate's specialty is something like heating and air conditioning repair, he'll be put to work 
immediately in his own field! 
 In some prisons the phone system is contracted to outside providers who charge as much 
as $5 per minute for calls. This intensifies the impact of incarceration along economic lines. 
Many inmates' families simply cannot pay for those phone calls. Nor can they send money to the 
inmate for warm clothing or new shoes. The economic disparities that may lead some persons to 
commit crimes are only multiplied once they become part of the prison system. 
 Our incarcerated friends both have had the love and support of their immediate families. 
They know that their families are getting by financially. The huge majority of their fellow 
inmates have to live with the knowledge that their incarceration is causing a disastrous impact on 
their families' ability to just survive in today's economy. Some of their wives have to work three 
jobs. Their kids cannot afford to be part of extra-curricular school activities. Their families lose 
their homes. 
 Poverty may be one reason many long-term inmates receive no mail or visits from 
family. My husband and I learned that sad reality the first time we spent a day with one friend. 
The process of visiting itself provides a taste of the dehumanizing aspects of prison life. One 
must follow a strict dress code: no sandals, for example. One can enter the prison with exactly 
prescribed objects in a clear plastic bag: identification, cash (for vending machines snacks and 
lunch), car keys, and up to 12 photographs per visitor. No books or magazines are allowed; but a 
Bible is. And I did manage to add a few tissues and cough drops on one visit. 
 The prison we have visited is reportedly much better than average in providing a 
welcoming space for inmates to spend time with relatives and friends. A large carpeted room has 
facing rows of chairs and small tables, so people can talk face-to-face and share snacks and 
meals. While we focus on conversation with our friend, all around us a couple hundred other 
people sit in small clusters. Our friend has introduced us to men about to be released and "lifers" 
in for first-degree murder. We have met their mothers and wives and children and girlfriends. I 
asked our friend what percent of his fellow inmates had even one visitor per year. He estimated 
just 10 percent. 
 Such isolation may be a factor in our country's high recidivism rate. Beyond the physical 
hardships, the emotional and spiritual deprivation of incarceration is often much more difficult. 
In our friends' experience, prison ministry is most often conducted by conservative evangelicals. 
Their worship services and theological stances can be difficult for other Christians and entirely 
inappropriate for inmates from other religious traditions. Many such prisoners have little 
opportunity for constructive spiritual counseling or even conversation with fellow inmates about 
matters of faith and life. Our two friends have been lucky to have generous clergy friends as part 
of their support networks, but they say their experience is exceptional. 



 But back to the matter of visiting: I am ashamed to say that it took my husband and me 
several years to muster the courage and resolve to travel cross-country to see in person our friend 
serving 15 years. As his wife said to us recently, most of us hear in church Jesus' words about 
judgment of the nations in Matthew 25 and never think about acting upon the lesson. "Come, you 
that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world; for . . . I was in prison and you visited me." Note that Jesus here says nothing about 
wrongly confined political prisoners, just prisoners who are fellow humans worthy of our love 
and care.  
 Visiting prisons and sharing in the lives of inmates and their families are not comfortable 
experiences. But these encounters have significantly changed my view of the "prison-industrial 
complex" and of the excessive incarceration rates in the United States, especially for particular 
racial and economic segments of the population.  
 For that reason I have welcomed the ELCA's Draft Social Statement on Criminal Justice 
and look forward to reading the final version. As the task force argues, what is needed is a new 
paradigm that would "challenge the logic that equates more punitive measures with more just 
ones," "challenge the public consensus about crime and criminal justice," and would begin to see 
those "in the criminal justice system as human beings, created in the image of God and worthy of 
compassionate response."1 
 All of us concerned about criminal justice, whether ELCA members or not, can study this 
social statement and discern how and whether to support the reforms it advocates. (Find draft and 
related resources at http://www.elca.org/What-We-Believe/Social-Issues/Social-Statements-in-
Process/Criminal-Justice.aspx.) We can learn about and support the increasing numbers of 
programs to achieve reconciliation among victims and perpetrators and their families. We can 
offer personal support to the families of both victims and inmates in our local circles at church, 
work, and in the neighborhood. The wives of the inmates we know report that many of their 
counterparts have not even told their own families that they have an imprisoned spouse and so 
receive no support. 
 Right today, we can as individuals and congregations live out Jesus' call to visit those in 
prison.  
 We can find out what types of ministry are offered to inmates at institutions in our 
regions and appeal to our own religious organizations to help fill existing vacuums.  
 Congregations can ask who in the community has incarcerated family members and offer 
to facilitate visits or provide afterschool activities for the children of inmates. 
 We can provide much-needed reading material for inmates. Most prisons allow inmates 
to receive books only from recognized vendors, publishers, and institutions. That means 
individuals cannot mail used books from their home addresses. However, inmates may be able to 
receive such donations from congregations. We can poll our fellow church members to identify 
those with incarcerated friends or relatives, as well as those willing to contribute books or 
magazine subscriptions. In fact, with this issue dedicated to criminal justice and for inmates 
interested in the intersections of religion and culture, Dialog might be a good choice! 
 
                                                
1. Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Criminal Justice Social Statement Process, Draft 
Social Statement on Criminal Justice, see http://www.elca.org/What-We-Believe/Social-
Issues/Social-Statements-in- Process/Criminal-Justice/Draft-Statement.aspx (accessed February 
20, 2013). 


