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Release to the Captives....
[Jesus] unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim
the year of the Lord's favor.”
-- Luke 4:16-18, NRSV

Prisons, jails, torture ... Graterford, Abu Ghraib, Guantanmo Bay...
If Jesus came “to proclaim release to the captives and ... to let the
oppressed go free”, why are our churches so often silent about our
prisons?
This issue of PJN highlights a few of the issues that underlie the
continuing rapid growth of America’s prisons and jails.
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Sustainable Living Festival
Peace & Justice Fall Gathering
Saturday, October 25, 2008
9:30am--1pm
Germantown Mennonite Church
see efpjc.ppjr.org
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For a number of years, the United States has held the dubious distinction
of being the world’s leading jailer, but last year the U.S. set a new record
by imprisoning one out of every 100 adults. With over 2.3 million
prisoners in state and federal prisons and local jails (and there are even
more on parole or probation), the U.S. prison population has been rising
rapidly since about 1980 at enormous social and economic cost.
In one sense, the burgeoning prison population is a gauge of the general
health of American society – our penchant for revenge, punishment,
retribution, and conquest, even though restoration, reconciliation, and
forgiveness are far more
effective tools for building a
free society.
A study by the Pew Center on
the States points to policy
changes in sentencing and
parole revocation, rather than
increases in crime, as the
dominant cause for the increase
in incarceration rates., but many
other factors affect incarceration
rates, directly or indirectly, including U.S. census policies, prison
privatization, the War on Drugs, juvenile detention practices, closing of
mental hospitals, immigration, racism, lack of jobs, hunger, economic
disparity, media violence, military training, and organized hate groups.
A few of these issues are highlighted below; check our web page for
comprehensive resources on U.S. criminal justice issues.
(continued on page 2)

America ... Free?

(continued from page 1)

Pennsylvania Prisons
The prison economy in Pennsylvania is big business.
Pennsylvania has 63 county jails, 27 state prisons, 10 federal
prisons – and more in planning or construction. Prisons are now
a major employer for many small communities. There are over
27,000 county, state and federal prison employees in
Pennsylvania. At a cost of about $1.75 billion, the Pennsylvania
state corrections budget now exceeds state spending for higher
education (about $1.6 billion this year).
The number of Pennsylvania (and U.S.) prisoners has been
growing steadily since about 1980, when President Reagan began
expanding the “war on drugs.” Incarceration rates have little
correlation to crime rates, but they do reflect a number of
changes in public policy related to criminal justice, including
laws which require mandatory minimum sentences regardless of
circumstances; and insufficient resources for drug treatment,
education and vocational training for inmates. As state hospitals
and support centers for adults with mental disabilities are closed,
some end up on the street, some in and out of hospital emergency
rooms, and some ultimately end up in jail.
Offenders are frequently sent to prisons far from family members
or other support systems. For example, there are no state or
federal prisons in Philadelphia, so offenders are often assigned to
prisons several hours away – which makes it very difficult and
expensive for a spouse, or pastor to visit them. Phone calls are
long distance, and in some facilities, inmates are charged
significantly higher rates than the general public.
Unless Pennsylvania undertakes major reforms in criminal justice
practices immediately, the Commonwealth will need more than
10,000 new prison beds within the next three years. As with
other public services, Pennsylvania is starting to look to private
contractors for correctional services.
Pennsylvania has one privately operated jail – the G.W. Hill
Correctional Facility in Delaware Co.– where lawsuits have been
filed following the deaths of at least eight inmates in the past four
years. The facility is operated by the GEO Group (successor to
Wackenhut Corp.) with a notorious reputation for abusive and
mismanaged private prisons.
Pennsylvania also has a privately operated federal prison –
Moshannon Valley Correctional Facility, Philipsburg, which
opened in 2006. The prison is operated by Texas-based Cornell
Corporation which also manages more than a dozen detention
and treatment facilities throughout Pennsylvania. Unlike prisons
operated by the GEO Group, Cornell Corp. has not been accused
of mismanagement; however, in 2006, Cornell settled a class
action lawsuit which alleged that company executives
manipulated Cornell stock prices for personal benefit.

(continued on page 3)
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Pennsylvania’s prison population keeps rising,
while mental hospitals and centers are closed

Racism and Criminal Justice
Just as institutionalized racial segregation persisted in many
places for a hundred years after the 13th Amendment ended
slavery, still today racism is alive and well in both public law and
individual behavior. Incarceration rates for African-Americans in
Pennsylvania are still almost ten times higher than for white
offenders, and as of 2005, Pennsylvania’s Hispanic incarceration
rate had grown to the highest of any state (1714 prisoners per
100,000 residents).
The over-representation of racial/ethnic minorities in prison
reflects disparities especially in arrest rates, conviction rates, and
sentencing. A research report by Human Rights Watch notes that
in 1988, African-Americans were arrested on drug charges at five
times the rate of whites, even though whites, in fact, commit
more drug crimes than blacks. More recent studies show that the
trend is continuing.
More than half of the inmates in federal prisons, and about 20%
in state prisons are serving time for drug offenses, even though
there is ample evidence that education and treatment programs
are generally more effective and far less expensive than the long
prison sentences.
Restorative Justice
There are viable alternatives to our current criminal justice
practices. On Oct. 11-12, Sr. Helen Prejean will speak at
Salford Mennonite Church about capital punishment (see
announcement on page 4) – and next February 13-15, our annual
peace retreat at Spruce Lake will explore issues such as victim
and offender support ministries, victim-offender reconciliation
programs, and other options to diffuse criminal behavior before
someone lands in jail.
Our web page includes an extensive list of on-line resources
for more reading about any of the topics mentioned in this
brief report: http://efpjc.ppjr.org.

SCI = State Correctional Institution
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Peace and Justice Calendar*
Sept., 2008 (Mondays) Vegetable Basket Program. continues.
Donated fruits and vegetables are collected from local farmers and
gardeners, coordinated by the Food Trust again this year.
See story on page 3, or web announcement: efpjc.ppjr.org.
September 19-21, 2008 (Fri.-Sun.) Kempton, PA
Pennsylvania Renewable Energy and Sustainable
(Friday, Sept. 19 is student day).
Living Festival.
A comprehensive regional festival and conference on sustainability
and green living at the Kempton Community Center, Community
Drive, Kempton, Berks County, Pa. See www.paenergyfest.com
for complete program.

October 17-21, 2008 Speaking tour – Eastern PA locations
Freddy Caicedo, a Colombian human rights organizer, will
speak on the Colombia Free Trade Agreement, with compelling
stories from Colombia's labor unionists, indigenous groups, and
Afro-Colombians.
– October 17 (Friday, 7:00pm) Lancaster: East Chestnut St.
Mennonite Church, 432 E Chestnut St., 717-392-3092
– October 18 (Saturday, 10:00 am) East Greenville: Peace
Mennonite Church, 104 Main Street, 215-527-7740
– October 18 (Saturday, 6:00 pm ) Bethlehem, PA
LEPOCO/Americas Solidarity, at Lehigh Valley Friends Meeting
House 6:00pm – potluck; 7:00pm – program.. For further information: contact LEPOCO: 610-691-8730.
– October 20 (Monday, 2:30 pm) Community College of

Philadelphia

Healing the Wounds of Racism – fall 2008 training
(anti-racism training workshops) registration includes meals
and lodging. See www.ppjr.org/ltrain for more details.
September 19-21 (Friday evening - Sunday afternoon)
(EDC leaders are registered to participate in this training)
Gretna Glen Camp and Retreat Center;
87 Old Mine Road, Lebanon, PA 17042-8986
October 10-12, 2008 (Friday evening - Sunday afternoon)
Teen ARK; Pocono Plateau Camp and Retreat Center
(for teens only)
October 17-19, 2008 (Friday evening - Sunday afternoon)
Pocono Plateau Camp and Retreat Center;
RR #2 Box 2747, Cresco, PA 18326
Damascus Road anti-racism analysis training)
October 16-18, 2008 (Thurs-Sat.) Reading, Pa.
Sponsored by Hopewell Mennonite Church; Open to all.
Contact: Jose Diaz-Burgos, josediaz.123@gmail.com
610-373-3907 (W)
September 27, 2008 (Saturday, 8:30am-3pm ) Allentown, PA
Health Care and Public Policy – a workshop sponsored by
Lehigh County Conference of Churches. Keynote:
Rev. Sandra Strauss, Director of Public Advocacy Pennsylvania
Council of Churches. Location: Hope United Church of Christ,
1031 Flexer Avenue, Allentown 610-439-8118.
(See enclosed flyer or web announcement at ja.pprj.org )
October 11-12, 2008 (Saturday-Sunday) Harleysville, PA
Peace and Justice weekend at Salford Mennonite Church, with Sr.
Helen Prejean, author of “Dead Man Walking.”
She will speak Saturday, Oct. 11, at 7:00 p.m.,
and on Sunday morning, Oct. 12, for the 9:00
a.m. worship service. For further information,
contact Pastor James Lapp at 215-256-0778,
Salford Mennonite Church, 480 Groff's Mill
Road, Harleysville, PA 19438.
Website:
www.salfordmc.org;
mail@salfordmc.org.
Phone: 215-256-0778
October 25, 2008 (9am-1pm) Philadelphia, PA
Sustainable Living Festival Peace and Justice Fall
Gathering: with displays, discussion, and local foods potluck
at Germantown Mennonite Church. Look for more details on
the web at efpjc.ppjr.org or the next issue of PJN.

– For other details, times, and other locations in Philadelphia,
West Chester, and Lancaster, contact Ben Beachy
wfpma@witnessforpeace.org or see PJC on-line calendar
November 9, 2008 – Peace Sunday Resources for Peace
Sunday observances are posted on the MCUSA PJN web page.
see peace.mennolink.org/resources/psunday08/
December 13, 2008 (Saturday: Nazareth to Bethlehem, PA)
49th Annual Christmas Peace Pilgrimage This annual pilgrimage
recalls the journey of Mary and Joseph. Participants meet in
Bethlehem at 11am, and buses transport pilgrims to Nazareth
Moravian Church on Center Square where the Pilgrimage begins.
Pilgrims may join at any point along the way. The pilgrimage
concludes at Christ United Church of Christ in Bethlehem, around
5:30 for a light meal and rally.
For more information, see www.peacewalk.org.
January 13-17, 2009 (Tuesday-Saturday) Philadelphia, PA
Heeding God’s Call: A Consultation on Peace and Justice in
Violent Times. Sponsored by Philadelphia Friends (Quaker)Yearly
Meeting with Church of the Brethren and Mennonite Church USA.
Location: Arch Street (Friends) Meeting House in Philadelphia.
See www.peacegathering2009.org for more information.
Feb. 13-15, 2009 Spruce Lake Winter Peace Retreat.
Adult Program: Restorative Justice with Lorraine
Stutzman Amstutz and other invited guests.
Conversation with victims, offenders, and people involved in
various restorative justice ministries.
Youth program:
Understanding Jesus' Activism:
with L. Mark Reiff Can Youth Change the World?
As usual, there will also be activities for children.
February 27-March 1, 2009 (tentative: Fri. evening - Sun.)
Anti-Racism Analysis Training (Damascus Road) Philadelphia.
Sponsored by Franconia Mennonite Conference Open to all.
See www.mcc.org/damascusroad or contact Sharon Williams,
SharonW@DesignForMinistry.com (610) 277-1729.
___________
* This calendar includes a sample of leadership training events,
including events sponsored or co-sponsored by the EDC/FMC
Peace and Justice Committee. Please contact us for further details
about any of these events (see contact info. on page 1).
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