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Retaliation ... or Restoration? 
You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate
your enemy.”  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he
makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the
righteous and on the unrighteous.  (Matt. 5:43-45)

In the desert culture of ancient biblical times there was an ethic of multiple
retaliation.  If a member of one tribe was injured by an outsider, the victim’s
tribe might retaliate by killing the offender, or even slaughtering the
offender’s tribe.   But throughout the history of God’s people, God
progressively de-escalates the rules of retaliation.

God’s instructions to Moses stipulate that punishment for injury is not to
exceed the offense: “eye for eye, tooth for tooth ...”  (Exodus 21:23-25).  
God’s people are  eventually led to a more creative  response than retaliatory
violence:  “If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat ... for you will
heap coals of fire on his head ...” (Proverbs 25:21-22); and Jesus makes
clear through his sermons and parables that retaliation has no place in God’s
kingdom.

Punishment and the threat of punishment is a tool employed by people with
power to control or dominate others; and even when punishment is used
purportedly for beneficial ends, there are usually more effective options that
are  non-violent and non-retaliatory.  

Mass incarceration in America is primarily a symptom of broad social
dysfunction; our state and federal laws, budget priorities, police and judicial
practices focused on punishment have disproportionally fallen on
racial/ethnic minorities, people in poverty, and people with mental
disabilities.   After more than three decades of explosive prison growth, it
will require a massive effort to undo the damage.  The high financial cost of
our prison-industrial complex has finally caught the attention of some
lawmakers, and some modest reforms are in progress at all levels of
government, but Pennsylvania government continues to pass new laws –
punitive, rather than restorative – that exacerbate the situation. 

Pennsylvania Prisons
Life in the Lockup

In response to the “War on Drugs” and other “tough
on crime” policies, Pennsylvania’s prison
population has increased 5-fold since 1980.   We
now have about 51,000 people incarcerated in
Pennsylvania state prisons at an annual cost in
excess of $2 billion and rising every year.    
 

On July 5, 2012, Gov. Tom Corbett signed into law the Criminal Justice Reform
Act which was intended to “allow corrections officials to focus on their mission
of delivering programs, education and job training to inmates in an effort to
prevent them from committing future crime, thus reducing recidivism and
reducing crime.”   It makes changes in some Department of Corrections (DOC)
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Pennsylvania Prisons ...     (continued from page 1)

procedures that are intended to provide cost savings, and
allocates part of those savings for local rehabilitation
programs. 

The rapid growth of Pennsylvania’s
prison population has ended during the
Corbett administration, but so far the
cost savings and reductions in prison
population are much smaller than
projected – leaving very little money
for local programs. 

SCI Coal Township -
   Portrait of a Pennsylvania Prison
The State Correctional Institution at
Coal Township was built to house
about 1,600 prisoners. Currently, this
prison houses about 2,300 prisoners,
including 230 people serving life sentences. Among the
prisoners are 120 young people, 21 years old or younger. 
Medical attention is provided by a staff nurse who may need
to see 50 inmates in an hour. 

Pennsylvania prisons do not rehabilitate. The prison and its
staff are concerned with the three C’s: custody, care, and
control; helping prisoners to find new life so that they can
re-enter the outside world and stay out of prison in the future
is not part of the mandate of the prison, and consequently
there is a very high rate of recidivism.  About 60% of people
who leave prison after serving their maximum sentence or on
parole are rearrested or/and re-incarcerated within three
years.

Prisoners who have not completed high school are expected
to complete their GED (Graduate Equivalent Diploma); and
if they don’t, they are not allowed to move out of the prison.
But the class sizes are limited; as a result, some prisoners are
forced to stay beyond the length of their sentences while
they wait for a chance to take the class. Prisoners who arrive
with a GED are not required to take any classes. 

Some prisoners have jobs; they make anywhere from 20
cents to 42 cents per hour. Most of the prisoners at Coal
Township come from Philadelphia, Allentown, Lancaster,
and York. Family support and interaction is critical but
travel time and expense keeps families away. Of the staff of
250, seven are black or Hispanic. Many of the guards come
from the area surrounding the prison; they have little or no
understanding of the urban life in the backgrounds of most
of the prisoners. 

Prison Protest at SCI Coal Township
In June the prison cut back substantially on food which
prompted a week-long boycott of the prison dining hall by
almost half of the 2,300 men incarcerated there.    This was
not a hunger strike; the men ate commissary items in their
cells.  At the end of a week of peaceful protest, with still no 

changes or promises for change forthcoming from the prison
administration, participants released a list of 22 requests/ 
demands, asking that prison officials at SCI Coal Township
and across the PA Department of Corrections honor the

basic human rights of people in
prison. Among other things,
these men are petitioning for:
access to adequate food, the
ability to hold cultural events, an
effective grievance process,
respectful medical care, and an
end to policies that dehumanize
and punish prisoners and their
families.   

Prisoners began a new round of
protests on August 18th to
coincide with a planned visit by
top Department of Corrections
officials to Coal Township.  The

prison announced that it would be serving a “special meal”
to staff and prisoners when the officials arrived.

Here are a few of the 22 requests;  the complete list and
other related resources are posted at   efpjc.ppjr.org.

Requests to SCI Coal Township:
# Rescind its policy of cutting the food and condiment portions

of our meals and return our portions to the level they were
prior to Superintendent Mooney’s memo from May 26, 2014
authorizing the cutting of our portions/rations for budget
reasons. The meals we are getting at breakfast – often
consisting of a half a cup of cream of wheat or oatmeal, 2
slices of bread and 2 packets of sugar – contain no nutritional
value. We request the return of adequate meal portions and
variety in the menu.

# Allow prisoners to form cultural associations and host
cultural events in the institution’s chapel/gym. SCI Coal
Township presently has no cultural associations for prisoners
to celebrate their culture and help younger prisoners focus on
the positive attributes of their cultural heritages..

# Stop charging fees for prisoners with Chronic Care symptoms
when they sign up for Sick Call to see a Physician or
Physician’s Assistant to have a medical issue addressed that
is associated with their chronic symptoms.

# Hire a Full Time Doctor in the medical department.
Presently, prisoners are seen by a Physician’s Assistant who
has numerous grievances pending against him for the
disrespectful manner in which he treats prisoners. 

Requests to Pennsylvania Department of Corrections:
# Allow our families to mail in 50 pounds of food a month so

we may supplement our nutritional needs. The Departments
of Correction in New York, New Jersey and Ohio allow this.

# Begin audio recording all Program Review Hearings
conducted on prisoners in the Restricted Housing Units,
Special Management Units, and Special Needs Units to
insure that Department of Corrections’ policy is being
implemented fairly.
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Perkasie Mennonite Church –  Another Step in our Journey

On May 11 during a congregational meeting, Perkasie
Mennonite Church made the decision to become an
intentionally welcoming congregation for all people,
thinking specifically of LGBT brothers and sisters. This step
was not the first on the journey nor will it be the last, but is
an important step in our history. 

Perkasie Mennonite Church (PMC) began in 1909 as a
mission outreach of Blooming Glen Mennonite Church and
has an identity of taking risks, valuing and yet examining
tradition, and seeking to follow Christ. We have charted a
progressive path and have taken concrete steps along the
way to provide welcome. In the 1940’s and 50’s people who
felt called to use their musical gifts were welcomed at PMC
when musical groups and instruments were prohibited
elsewhere. Those who had gifts for teaching, preaching, and
leading but were not called to pastoral ministry found a
home at PMC where the motto was: “every member a
minister.” We worked through the divorce and remarriage
issue. Women’s gifts were affirmed and PMC licensed and
ordained one of the first woman pastors in Franconia
Conference.  In the 1990’s members
considered what it meant to be a people of
invitation and a number of steps were taken
that impacted facilities and program. We
joined the Interfaith Hospitality Network,
opening our doors to homeless families; we
installed an elevator to better accommodate
those who had physical challenges; we
engaged in a lengthy study on homosexuality. 

This study was a response to the Mennonite
Church’s call for congregations to study
issues of sexuality as the issue became more
volatile. PMC studied written materials and
invited speakers, including a counselor, a
theologian, parents of LGBT children, and LGBT persons,
to share their varied viewpoints.  We discovered that
although we could discuss in a healthy manner, we were at
different places on a spectrum and did not come to
consensus.  Several years later, we agreed to declare a
moratorium on the discussion.

Along the journey we were challenged and guided by those
among us who felt a passion for justice and inclusion for all
people. Becky Felton’s tireless efforts for peace and justice
prompted us to take steps of study and action. Roberta and
Harold Kreider’s personal journey of growth and ministry
with LGBTQ folks nudged us onward. We learned to know
LGBTQ people through them. Our lives were touched by
learning the stories of people who were longing to find
community but feeling excluded by their churches.
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In late 2011 Becky and PMC member Mary Lou Cummings
brought a proposal to pastor Wayne Nitzsche and the Min-
istry Team to create a “Welcome Group” within PMC. This
grew out of a worship series on hospitality and ongoing
conversations within the congregation. The purpose of the
group was to be more intentional about our welcome of
LGBTQ people. This was processed and the group was
affirmed in a congregational meeting. It was clear that not all
could be a part of the group, but all were willing to free
those who were called to and passionate about this ministry
among us. PMC began to be listed on the “Supportive
Congregations Network” as a “Welcome Group of Perkasie
Mennonite Church.”

A pastor and congregational review in early 2014 included
these words by our Franconia Conference Lead Minister
Jenifer Eriksen Morales: “The congregation articulated a
number of hopes for the next five years. These included
spiritual growth, continued outreach to the community, and
to be intentional about opening doors to a wide variety of
people, including the LGBT community. There were some
longings to reach out into the community in new ways, while

continuing to serve the community.” 

The Ministry Team did not propose
another lengthy study process. A
background document was written by
Pastor Wayne which included a proposal
from the Welcome Group inviting us to
take the next step to become an
intentionally welcoming congregation. The
May 11 congregational meeting included
prayer, input from our Lead Minister, table
conversation around three questions, and
after feedback from the table groups, a
vote. There was one abstaining vote and

one person expressed personal reservations but would not
stand in the way of moving forward. 

We desire to continue our healthy connection to Franconia
Mennonite Conference, recognizing the value of
relationships beyond ourselves, for outside perspective on
our congregational life and mission as provided through our
Lead Minister, and for engaging in the movement of the
Spirit beyond our congregation. We believe God’s Spirit to
have led us to take this step and we pray for greater inclusion
of all God’s people. We value the diversity that is so richly
present in our conference and believe God’s Spirit will
enable us to be unified in the great commandment to love
God and our neighbors and to be communities of grace, joy
and peace for all people. 

Wayne A Nitzsche, Pastor

This study was a
response to the

Mennonite
Church’s call for
congregations to
study issues of

sexuality ...



Peace and Justice Calendar

“Changing Racism: A Personal Approach to 
           Multiculturalism, Inclusion and Equity ”
– Oct. 31-Nov. 2, 2014    (Fri. 6:30pm - Sun. 3:00 pm)
all sessions at National Christian Conference Center
1485 Valley Forge Road, Phoenixville, PA 19481

See efpjc.ppjr.org/undoracism   for details on these sessions
and MCUSA “Tools for Racial Healing.”

September 6, 2014  (Saturday, 9-10:30am)   Lancaster
LIPW   Middle East Interest Group will host  Ambassador John
B. Craig, Ambassador in Residence at Elizabethtown College’s
Center for Global Understanding and Peacemaking, Middle East
Analyst and former U. S. Ambassador to Oman  under President
Clinton.  Location: Lancaster Church of the Brethren, 1601 Sunset
Ave., Lancaster, PA         For more information, 

see   www.lancasterinterchurchpeacewitness.org

September 20, 2014   (Saturday: 10:30am – 4pm)
Buckingham Peace Fair   featuring Brandywine Peace
Community large drone replica display.  Local artists, crafts, live
music, food, poetry, kids’ games, and Bucks County non-profits
whose focus is peace, community service and the environment.
Families can browse craft and book sale booths, participate in
cooperative games, or listen to entertainers like Ecoman (kids’
songs) and Fred’s Mobile Homes (Bluegrass band). Hear local
poets at the Poetry Reading, see a Robotics and 3-D Printer
Demonstration, or watch the River Valley Scuhplattler Troupe and
take a lesson in their authentic German foot-slapping dance. Tour
the Buckingham Quaker Meetinghouse, a National Landmark.
Location: Buckingham Friends Meeting and School,  5684 York
Rd, Lahaska, PA 18931 Rts. 202 & 263 (just south of Peddlers
Village).     For details, contact Peter Ray, 215-794-5816, or see 
www.peacefair.org  or email:  peacefair.org@gmail.com .

September 21, 2014 (Peace Sunday) 
Peace Sunday is now widely observed on a Sunday close to the
United Nations International Day of Peace (Sept. 21 every year).
For worship resources that are available from Mennonite agencies, 
see   efpjc.ppjr.org/peace/#peacesunday                                        
                            

September 21, 2014 (Sunday)   NYC Climate March
In September, world leaders are coming to New York City for a
UN summit on the climate crisis. UN Secretary- General Ban
Ki--moon is urging governments to support an ambitious global
agreement to dramatically reduce global warming pollution.
(See   www.peoplesclimate.org/march/   and    www.350.org )
There will be many buses from Philadelphia, Lehigh Valley , and 
southeastern PA going to NYC for the Climate March. 
For info about buses, see announcement at    efpjc.ppjr.org.

October 4, 2014 (Saturday, 9-10:30am)   Lancaster, PA
Potential for U. S. Diplomacy with Iran
Gareth Porter, an independent investigative journalist and
historian covering US national security policy.   New book:
Manufactured Crisis: The Untold Story of the Iran Nuclear Scare
(2014).     
Location: Lancaster Church of the Brethren, 1601 Sunset Ave.,
Lancaster, PA     For more information, 

see   www.lancasterinterchurchpeacewitness.org
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Drones:  Protest and Peacemaking
Sept.27  & Oct. 25, 2014  (Saturday, 12n-2pm) Horsham, PA.
    Monthly protests continue at Reaper Drone Command Center 
    at the Horsham Air National Guard Station.  

October 7, 2014  (Tuesday, 7pm)   Philadelphia
     Peacemaking in an Era of Drone Warfare , 
     with Medea Benjamin  of Code Pink, the short film   
    “Wounds of Waziristan, ”  and round table discussion.
     Location: Project HOME, 1515 Fairmount Ave., Phila.

For details , see      www.brandywinepeace.com/evemts/ 

October 12, 2014  (Sunday, 3:00-5:00pm) Lancaster
Militarism and Human Rights Abuses in Latin America
Speaker:  Roy Bourgeois,  former Maryknoll priest, Facilitated
by Latin America Interest Group of LIPW.  
Roy Bourgeois was born in Lutcher, Louisiana in 1938. He
graduated from the University of Louisiana with a degree in
Geology, then spent four years in the military.  He received the
Purple Heart as a U.S. Navy officer inVietnam.  After  the military,
Roy entered the Maryknoll Order and was ordained a Catholic
priest.  Bourgeois is known as the founder of School of Americas
Watch in Georgia.  
Location: Lancaster Church of the Brethren, 1601 Sunset Ave.,
Lancaster, PA         For more information, 

see   www.lancasterinterchurchpeacewitness.org

Urban Anapbaptist Ministry Symposium

October 2-4, 2014  (Thurs. 6:30pm – Sat. noon) Philadelphia
“Beyond Ideas – Practical Ministry That Works ”  
Sponsored by: Mennonite Church USA and
Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) East
Coast  Bringing together urban leaders and
ministry experts from Washington, D.C.,
Philadelphia, New York City, Hampton,
Virginia and surrounding areas..   
Location: EMC @ The Berean Institute,
1901 W Girard Ave, Philadelphia, PA
19130-1526.    Registration cost: $50
For program and registration details, see 
the announcement at efpjc.ppjr.org   or   MCUSA web:
mennoniteusa.org/tag/urban-anabaptist-ministry-symposium
mcc.org/stories/leaders-gather-urban-ministry-symposium
or contact Glen Guyton, gleng@mennoniteUSA.org,
574-524-5282 or  ChantelleTodmanMoore@mcc.org,
215-535-3624.

November 8, 2014  (Saturday 8:30am-3:00pm) Allentown, PA
The Heart of Justice:  Ending Mass Incarceration . This
workshop will focus on the high cost (human and financial) of our
current criminal justice system, and alternatives that could benefit
everyone.
Location: St. John’s UCC, 36 S. 6th St., Allentown, PA
Sponsored by Lehigh County Conference of Churches / Justice &
Advocacy, and partner organizations. See justice.ppjr.org for
details and registration. 

Feb. 13-15, 2015   Winter Peace Retreat at Spruce Lake
“ Powerful Beyond Measure: An honest conversation
about power, peace, and transformation ” with Steve
Kriss  and Jenifer Eriksen Morales.  See  peaceretreat.ppjr.org


