From England

RESTORING BROKEN WALLS —
A PRISON MINISTRY EXPOSITION
OF ISIAH 61

by Philip Ir eson

During a year at HMMoncasterwhere | serve as the Church of England
Chaplain, we see 5000 men, mostly under the age of 25, and mostly from a
low income groupWe probably get to know about a hundred of them in
depth as they join our chapel community during the year before passing on. It
is salutary to note that with the exception of four men, in the past two years
not one of these 5000 men indicates previous contact with the Church of
England and its vaunted parish system. Many recognize a’‘bigathat is
probably more to do with thBV Vicar of Dibley than anything the Church of
England has managed to pass on to thahmany believe in God and want
prayer and a better future, many are ready to take the radical step of believing.
A hundred come to chapel each Sunday and many listen seriously and thirstily
This situation is repeated in many prisons of this country and across the world.

So why choose the prophet Isaiah rather than a Nstament theme of
renewal and the Holy Spirit? Listening to GgerLings of the Church
Army talking on the future of the church in the 21st century | was struck
by his thesis that Olflestament passages such as Isaiah 61 are the ones in
which God is pressing onto his church at this time. Is it also a coincidence
that it was Isaiah 61 from which Jesus quoted (Luke 4) as he began his
mission to a weary people tired of defeat and retreat and whose leaders
taught without authority?

I am not the first to follow this journey; the writings of the exiled and post-
exilic people of God have been a source of inspiration to many during times
of watching, waiting and wondering and for thosdesurfg persecutiorAs
Simeon watched and waited for the Messiah he would probably have turned
to passages such as Isaiah 53 and 61 which would be known to him by heart.

In this article | will sketch out the understanding that has been developed
together| have illustrated this with real life stories. Initials are used but |
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have been careful not to be sensationalist; prison testimonies are tricky things
and circumstances chande.the time of writing each person described is
‘walking the talk’- which means doing what they say

Anointing
‘The Spirit of the Ladt has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor

| like the straightforwardness of this statement. Jesus took these words as
his manifesto at the beginning of his ministry and | believe that the same
words apply to us as we humbly follow in his footstdje statement does

not say ‘May anoint me’nor does it qualify itself with a sub-clause with
reference to appendix Flme and time again early Christian teachers, such
as Paul, make it clear in their teachings on the Holy Spirit that the i8pirit
action not theoy is the possession of every Christid®n example is
Ephesians 1:13 -14.

In the Chapel of SBarnabas at Doncaster Prison we aim to see the Holy
Spirit in actionWe realize that we are sinful human beings in need ofsGod’
grace; we accept that we will make a mess of things and get confused but
we also accept the glorious and grace-full action of a God who anoints us
with his Spirit. How the church needs to rediscover that joyful freedom!

My writing has just been inteupted by a phone calldm one of

our volunteer chaplainst&ve. &ve is a businessman whedty
gives up his time each Monday afternoon to lead a Bible study
group and then visit one or two prisoners. He hasgyto tell me
about two conversations he has just had on the Health ®ary

of the prison. One of them, which lasted for an heas with one

of our chapel men, J. | bumped into J. a few months ago on a
corridor shortly after he had arrived in the prison. J. had been
chamged with some vgrserious offences and he told me that he
was desperate to be caught and that he needed to come to chapel.
Alittle later on he duly appeead. This was the first peace he had
had for years, he told us. Slowly J. thawed cedjscoveed the

gift of music and drank thirstily dm the water of life.

Afew weeks ago he stad to exhibit taible anger towads himself
which resulted in a desperate attempt at suicide one afternoon on
the wing aftereturning fom a Bible goup. He was taken to Health
Care and placed on a suicide watdhs $eve talked with him
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about his impulsive and destructive behaviour J. asked why this
was happening to him. Why the swing between blessedness and
despair?After the conversation §.'cell mate also asked for a
chat. A sad stoy of childhood abuse enged; his father had
injected him with hegin at the age of eleveA.fatal road crash

and subsequent hopelessnessewarapped ound some positive
knowledge impded at a little Sunday school some years lefor
Seve shaed the Good News with the young man and prayed with
him, piomising to eturn. Remember that if J. had not been in the
cell withA. the conversation would never have happened. Despite
his difficulties, J. now has the opportunity to put into practice the
fact that he is anointed with the Spirit toopfaim moe of the
Good News té\. At the time of writing J. is completing the first
module of a §John$ College extension studies course paid for
by people fom the churh which he had bgted 4 years ago!

Anointing takes place in response to those God-given opportunities that
abound every day

We expect this kind of thing to happen every. difgels like a Jesus ministry
We expect that a new convevtll be anointed by the Spirit. | remember
reading once that a person who had been a convert for six months in
Singapore was considered to be a mature Christian. It seemed a bit shocking
and dangerous but now | can see what that meamsreading ofActs
brought home the results of the anointing of the Spirit on Paul. He literally
sped around, sometimes taught for as little as three days, appointed elders
and was usually thrown out of the city shortly aft¢hbest he might return
for a few days or at least write a lettde was convinced that what the Lord
had begun he would continue and finish, the ultimate Mastermind.
Anointing Brings Good Tidings

I met D. about a year ago after he had begleased fom a long

prison sentence on a two year license. He showed me his life stor

written in beautiful English, even though D. had not learned to

write until he was an adult. Conted in HMPPreston D. caried

the terible physical and mental scar®fm a life-time of institutions

and of abuse. D. had suféet a quite haific life; he had been

taught as a child that it was wng to laugh. His prison histpmwas

punctuated with long periods in segation. His tattooed arms
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became so sceed by the long slashes he cut in them that he had
needed plastic sgetry. His life in prison echoed stngly Legion,
the man who was chained in a gravel/and cut himself.

Three years ago he became a Christian ied®on after taking
part in a Christian life skills course. Soon afteards his new
found faith was tested to the eowhen he went out to see his
dying motherAttached to a long chain he was left alone with her
but the pain of watching the skeleton-like body of his mother lying
drugged in bed was too much for him to béecompanied by
two prison officers to her funeral, D. shouted out at theggieran
taking the service and nearly sparked a major incident.

Last Christmas D. wacalled on license and came in to HMP
DoncasterSubsequently he told me that he was thinking of suicide
- such was the aishing weight of his past, his sense of failand

his hopelessness. Then the chaplain apgeat the doorD.
decided to give life another go and tledler coaster began! D.
appeaed in chapel shywithdrawn and fearful of anyone who
spoke to him, but gradually he came out of his shell and with
encouragement began to take part in the early morning prayer
and praise meetings whicheaa featue of life in $ Barnabas
Chapel. He eventually took the Thursday morning Communion
Sewice: a boken member of the communltgaled by the love of
God, now ecognised as one of the leaders of the community
holding up the lwken bead as a sign of the sacrifice of Jesus,
also bioken, also suffering and also raisedrfr the dead.

Then with geat hope D. waseteased into communjtgn license
after a long time in prison. Min three weeks he wasturned to
prison, having fallen, full ofemorse, selfcondemnation and a
deep sense of failer But the pattern of fgiveness, of a futar
hope and an accepting God wenow so ingrained in his hdar
and soul that quickly he soughtdoreness and absolution. Now
wiser he has settled down toogring in his faith and @paring
better for the next time he igleased in ten monthigme. Now he
laughs, plays practical jokes and his smile is a testimony to the
year of the Lad’s favourAt the time ofe-writing D. is back with
us for his thid stay but his faith in God is still sing and has
survived a traumatic last few weeks.
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The release of the captives takes time. It is a road marked with potholes and
the occasional cul-de sac and wrong-turning; just like the people of Israel,

sinful, wayward, but capable of great acts of faith. | am sure that the Father
thinks of these broken ones in the same.way

Anointed to Proclaim
‘Anointed to poclaim the year of our Laf's
favour and the day of vengeance of our God.’

Verse 8 amplifies this, ‘For | the Lord love justice, | hate robbery and wrong'.
Current political thought continually veers towards longer sentences and
punishment. How can a Chaplaincy steer the middle road between
forgiveness and healing and a rightful payment for wrong commitiéd?

do this by proclaiming that God is totally opposed to wrongdoiig.
emphasise the need for a truthful admission of wrong and an honest and
courageous facing of the consequences. Maybe community revival follows
from repentance and an awesome awareness of the cost of sin.

C. began to come to ouraups. V& wee wary of him. His face was
vicious and we discoved stories of abbew, violence and hate.

He told us with a cold mattesf-factness in his voice that if a shop-
owner did notespond immediately to hisquests he would jump
over the counter and commit a violent act. But he kept on coming
to chapel and we could not keep him av@ye day he came to me
complaining that at aagcent cour appearance the jyrhad only
taken half an hour to convict him. ‘Did you do the crimes? | asked
him. | could see that the very act of telling the truth was a deeply
disturbing one for him. Eventually he saidgsY.

Over the weeks with us C. began to admit to some of the bad
things he had done. Just befdre left us to go to another prison

he stood in font of anAlpha goup and said, ‘| admit that many

of the things | have done have traumatised people; | sleep quietly
in my bed in a way which they may never be able to’.

Jesus said, ‘The truth will set you free’.

So Isaiah 61 gives us a template: God bestows favour but he also requires
justice.As we are anointed by his Spirit, part of our task is to proclaim this
messageAll great movements of God have been accompanied by a fall in
the crime raté!
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Anointed to Comfort
‘To comfot all who mourn, to gant to those who mourn in Zion
- to give them a garland insteafl mourning’.

This is a task which the church still does well. No one else wants to talk
about death, dying and grief but across the land Christians take this task
upon themselve3he church needs to realise that it is the Spirit who anoints
for this task and therefore we should expect to see Him powerfully at work
amongst the bereaved.

For the past two years we have run a bereavement group at the prison.
EveryThursday morning Marise, a volunteer from a local church comes
in and puts the kettle od/e send out invitations to a number of prisoners
who are referred to us with bereavement isslesnever know whom to
expect.The group is not specifically Christian but inevitably God slips in
and we are not self-conscious about mentioning his n&heeanointing

of the Spirit means that there is a total naturalness about this. In the group
we look at the bereavement process and help the men to begin to understand
why they are still caught in despair years after the death of a loved one.
We find time and time again that no one has helped them do this. Maybe
in years gone by the communities at work and at home would have provided
the means to cryto mourn safely and to journey through grief, but a
computer screen orV will not do this.Where do people meet now?
dominant thrust of much contemporary culture is to be séiégerit, to

be strong and not to admit to weakness; this is having a catastrdpleic ef

on the inner lives of men. So we help them to talk about their self-harm
and suicide attempts. It seems entirely right to provide a safe place in
chapel where these ultimate questions and deep emotions can be safely
expressed and explored.

Marise, whose husband died eight years ago in the most tragjdsvay
able to ‘get alongside’ the men - rather like the Holy Spirit comes
alongside us. ‘The one who gets alongside us’,p&cletos is the

one who anoints utb come alongside other3here is a beautiful
symmetry at work in us who believe. Marise has found a growing
confidence in her work outside the prison as a church warden; fifty men
have begun to experience healing; some have found faith, none more so
than D. who now dérs the comfort with which he was comforted (2
Cor. 1:4).A beautiful symmetry
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Anointed to be Oaks of Righteousness

Have you thought why God wants people to become Christians? No doubt,
to be saved from hell, to be put right with God and to be given the gift of
eternal life but Isaiah 61 adds another reason to this toweringTlisit *
they may become oaks of righteousness, the planting of ttie Lor

It is a wonderful picture: God anoints you with the Spirit to proclaim the
Good News but then those who respond become oaks of righteoUdress.
acorn of faith is planted in a soul, it is watered by prayertured by faith

and then sprouts into a young seedling. Oak seedlings grow fast in the right
conditions and within ten years an oak tree can be ten feét &ll Barnabas

we see rapid growth when a man becomes a Christian. One year in chapel is
perhaps equivalent to three in a church outside the walls. It is a veritable
spiritual hothouse.

R. came to chapel ofypril 10th 2002. He came along to have a
look. R., a talented musician, had lapsed into a drug habit which
had destoyed his elationships, estranging himoim his son and
his paents. & needed an ganist in chapel so he offet to play

for us. His technical ability was such that he was able to sight
read and quickly he was drawn to some of the modern songs we
regularly sing, for example, ‘Faithful one’, ‘When I look into your
holiness’. Befag long he had given his life to Christ and then the
acorn spouted and began to gw rapidly It was a lovely thing

to see him discover theeat hymns which he had never rekar
before, for example, ‘The day thou gavestd'pfl cannot tell’,
‘Blessed assurance’.

After a few months R. stood up at one morning service and
hesitantly gave his testimony irofit of the gathexd crowd.
‘The biggest diffeence in my life now is that | have a
conscience’, he told us. Since that point R. has continued to
grow in the gifts of the Spirit. Last Christmas he was anointed
by the Spirit to tell another friend about his faith.daly came

on anAlpha course and became a Christian. R. is now enjoying
release at Beacon House, a Christian halfway home. He has
begun to play music at local chalres. His sense of humour
and infectious enthusiasmeastill thee and ae just some of
the leaves gowing fruitfully off this paticular oak of
righteousness. December 04, R. is stibwing stongly.
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We are reminded that trees which are planted in the word of God will never
dry up and will provide fruit for the healing of the nations (Revelation 22:2).
These trees, these redeemed lives, are a planting of the Lord that He may be
glorified. This reinforces Desmontutu’s words that the moral capital of a
nation - and a church - is being built up in the prisbhe.Good News of the
Lord’s favour is to clothe the mournful poor with the mantle of praise instead
of a faint spiritAt a recent service at my local church we prayed for residents
and staffof Beacon Housé\s we gathered around them, a memorable picture
was given to an elderly member of the congregation. She saw trees growing
out from the church, strong and straigfe saw this as confirmation from

the Lord that his purpose is to anoint broken and faint hearts, so that they can
truly be oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord.

Anointed to Restore Devastated Generations

In almost every other interview that we conduct lurks the tale of a sad and
shameful episode of sexual or physical abuse. | heard one young man’
story that made me weep with shame because a representative of the church
had been the abuséks a vulnerable thirteen year old in the care of a
religious-based care home he hadexefd two years of domination by the
principal who singled him out for special attention and favoihis.young

man had never told his story to anyone befAdlminant emotion in his
mind was that of guilt, that in some way he had been responsible for what
had happened. | wept for the loss of a precious innocence which could
never be reclaime@his sense of guilt and blame had blighted his sexuality
for ten years. His story is tragically common, often the abuser is a close
family member and sadly the pattern of abuse often repeatsiitsedbused
becomes the abuser

As you listen to the story come tumbling out you wonder how far this shame
stretches back, and how many generations have been touched by this kind
of behaviour In past times even to mention these secret things was too
shocking and too terribl@he emeging statistics of child sexual abuse in

the U.K. are appalling but at least the issue is now being brought into the
light where it can be confronted. Nevertheless the rottenness at the core of
our society is very greal.he speciaVulnerable PrisonergVPs, due to

their status, putting them at risk of harm from other prisoners) Units in
prisons such as HMPull are full to overflowing. Our owYP wing at
Doncaster is always full, often with men who have been convicted of crimes
committed many years ago.
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It can be very depressing working with those convicted of sexiealass.
Usually there is a considerable degree of denial. So does God love sex
offenders? It is a bald question but a deepbeat one. | have come to
suspect that he dod&’hy should we ever have doubted? How often we slip
into the stance of the older brother standing with pursed lips and tightly
clenched hands as the wayward son is welcomed back.

We tend to steer debates away from the discussion of whether or not God
wants to fogive those convicted of serious sexudéntes, not because we

are afraid of debate but because of the overwhelmingly powerful emotions
uncovered in the hearts of men who may have been abused themselves or
who have been fed a hysterical and sensationalist line by the Riess.
haveVPs who are a valued and accepted part of the chapel fellowghip.
passionately proclaim the complete extent of Gddigiveness but we
emphasise the need for truth, for the light to shine in the murky places and
the need for repentanc®l/e teach that the wrong attitude to sex is a
continuum which stretches from soft porn posters, through a typical Sunday
night’s viewing on BBCTV to Internet hard core and onto acts of great and
dark evil. Let us remember that it is a line which is inhabited by all kinds of
people. Priests, police fafers, doctors, teachers and many other people
who would be called pillars of the community have been caught in recent
child pornography casesll across the spectrum there is denial. Our society

is saturated with sex and hypocrisy but many social commentators still refuse
to accept that we have a deep problem.

What of the ones who come into Gedight? Sex dénders do become
Christians and they present a challenge. Not only do they have to seek
forgiveness for their sins, but they also have to cope withiviog what
people have done to them and then go on to cope with the hatred of other
people towards thenThey are usually people with a desperately low self
esteem. But | feel that the promise that they will repair the devastations of
many generations is a promise which is for them. Otherwise there is no hope.

Must the abuse go on? Do we simply sigh, shrug our shoulders and plan to
manage and minimize the risk? Has the Christian seexnadér no hope?
Must he automatically fulfill the expectations of once a paedophile always
a paedophile, or once a rapist always a rapist®is the new leprospjny
church which welcomes one of these into its fold risks the wrath of those
who would ‘out’these peoplélhankfully the Diocese in which | work has

a clear policy of disclosure ¥icar and wardens and | have seen this policy
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at work and workingThis is good and to the chursttredit. HMRNhatton

has pioneered a contract for prisoners coming out of the prison to enter into
with their sponsoring churctA co-operation between the church, the
Probation Oficer, and Social Services can, in confidence, deliver safety
social inclusion and dignity

It is then possible for these Christian lepers to give thanks to God and put
an end to generations of devastation. Surely this must be a better and safer
way of dealing with these people than the ‘outsailed for where convicted

sex ofenders are driven out of society into a murky underworld where
there is no chance of healing and where there is a considerable danger of re-
offending.Alongside the potential stone throwing in glass houses surely
must be a realisation that sexfesfders are nurtured by a society that
shamelessly exploits Gadprecious gift of sex.

An Anointed World
In the middle of Isaiah 61 we come upon a strange, almost imperialistic
promise, thataliens will tend the flocks of the people of God'.

Am | alone in being troubled by the kind of prophecies that predict prosperity
for Israel at the expense of other nations? Perhaps it would be better to skip
over passages like this in times of multiculturalism, diversity and interfaith
understandingYet once again we find ourselves in strange times as
unparalleled movements of peoples across the globe take Atad&IP
Doncaster we see representatives from many nations: Romanians, Kosovans,
Iragis, Iranians, Portuguese, JamaicAngolans. People arriving after long
journeys remind us of the pain andfstifig in countries like Iraq, Bosnia
andAfghanistanWe have excellent relations with the Muslim community
and a healthy respect and dialogue has openéd/eigerve each other as
professional colleagues and friends who laugh tog&theare else do Muslims

and Christians do this? It was JoWrTaylor, thirty years ago, writing in his
famous book, ‘the Gobetween God’, who pointed out that the Holy Spirit
was quite capable of moving in the hearts of people fefrdifit faiths. Maybe

in this age where the traditional churches seem to be becoming more entrenched
and more isolated there is a need for us to understand afresh the capacity of
the Spirit to move anywhere, in anybody and at any time.

A brief survey of the Bible will quickly tell us of the Spirit moving in
Melchizedek, Cyrus, the wise men from the East and even Baaam’
ass!All were from different cultures and faiths but each acted as agents
of the living God.
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A. is a Farsi speaker and comesrfr an Islamic backgund. He

is a cultued man with a gentle and enquiring manrég never
expected to sge a prison sentence separatednfr his family|
cannot quite emember when he appedrin chapel but he has
become aegular attender at grups and at worship. His eyesight

is not too good and he desperately wanted the scegtium
Persian.An enty on an Internet seah engine immediately ténw

up an Internet site of Iranian Christians America and | was
able to download pdions of Mattheve Gospel in Farsi along
with a topical magaziné\. has begun to attend tAépha course.

Last Sunday he came up to me with a glow on his face which had
replaced the tears ofustration he peviously had had. ghad
been talking about thet&ions of the Grss in the chapel and |
had explained to him the last steps that Jesus had taken to his
death. During the service we had watched part of the Jesus video
whee the Lod is cucified.A. explained to me that his wife had
made an extra visit to see him in prison. He told her that he had
decided to go to chah and instead of scolding him she told him
that she had noticed a change in hine Wave sent his wife a
Farsi Bible too. Dec OA. is still practising his faith in Nottingham.

Could it be that those whom the world calls aliens or asylum seekers will be
the ones who tend the flock&?ocal church in Doncaster has been deeply
enriched by the growing number of Iranian Christians meeting thbee.
press and many of the general public see the flow of foreigners as a threat to
our culture and way of life but many of them are people of faith and open to
the Gospel of Christ.

Anointed as Priests of the Lord

| believe that Isaiah 61 gives clear support to the teaching in 1 Peter 2:8
where Peter speaks of ‘the priesthood of all believers’. It does not support a
hierarchical model of priesthood adopted by the western church since
Christianity became the fidial religion of the Roman Empire.

As each persors anointed, the gospel is proclaimed in word and action
and we see the train of events predicted by Isaiah. Instead of broken, timid
ones, "You shall be called the priests of the Lord; men shall speak of you as
the ministers of the Lord’. | hasten to add that | am not equating this prophecy
with a flood of neatly ordained clgyman flooding into the main
denominationsThe promise is that men and women will move from
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brokenness, from exile from God, from shame, into a position where they
are able to serve the people of God and where ‘the priesthood of all believers
is a visible reality’.

M. is a young man who, at the time of writing, is finishing his
three year sentence at an open prison, having spent eighteen
months at DoncasteM. is vey bright but had fallen into the
dominant dug cultue like many of his generation in the old coal
mining communities in Soutlorkshire. Despite a loving home
and educational opportunities he turned to crime and served a
sentence as a young offendge had good intentions orlease

but quickly esumed old acquaintances and soon found himself
with another long prison sentencee\Wiet him shaly after his
arrival at DoncasterQuickly he became established as arsgr
member of SBarnabas Chapel at a time when weewdeveloping

the Isaiah vision. He made a commitment to Christ during Easter
2002. | soon noticed that this young man, still only twenty one
years old, had a @t flair for communicating a message with
depth and simplicity Traditionally there has been an
uncomfortable divide between chaplains and prisoners. Obviously
security considerations have always to be held in mind but if we
are the body of Christ then we should expect the gifts of the Spirit
to be distributed amongst the members of the .body

A gardener can look at a it tree in the late summer andeglict

how much fuit the tiee can potentially g next year because
next yeais fruit buds will aleady have formed on theé&. The task

of the leadership is to nture the buds so that theyedied, watezd

and allowed to blossom. Tleen lies the ppblem with so much of
church life. A young plant needs light, air and suppait will
eventually wither in shade. | challenged M. to eiserhis peaching

gift one morning at our early morning prayer service in chapel. He
spoke in a way that would not have disgraced maeggbrers of
more advanced experience and years. He has continued to do this.

A person who has sunk low in crime will be given a fuller
appreciation of what it means to be @iven at the foot of the
cross. 'V deseve the punishment wegeived ... Jesusmember
me today when you come into your kingdom’. Mulht a fesh
understanding to us one Good Friday; it was a holy momeuat ‘Y
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shall be called priests of the Ldir We spot the emlgonic fruit
buds. Thez must be no delay in placing into the hands of a young
man like M. the necessary opportunities for those buds to begin
to grow, along with the necessarclimate and conditions. The
story of singer and song-writeMatt Redman, is pcisely an
example of this.rlisted as a thteen year old by his youth leader

to write songs and lead worship heogressed fsm stumbling
hesitancy to the position he occupies in world Christian music
today After all the adults could not face Goliath but David could!

During his time with us M. was blessed by mentoring visita &
young clegyman, anotherale model for M. to take on bahre
also povided a framework ofegular debriefing sessions on
difficulties encountexd along the wayt was quite surprising how
often a young man like M. needed to talk about aspects obhiggr
Christian life such as cordling anger sexuality and developing
an appopriate spirituality Pehaps the Christian community does
not offer enough opptrnities to talk and explerfor the one who
is showing a budding vocatioAs a young Christian | was deeply
helped by agady access to wiser and oldeothrers and sisters in
Christ. It was often on the level of ‘Can | paund for a cup of a
coffee and a chat'. Lessons sb@rand learnt nearly thiy years
ago still sustain and shape my minystrow

Research conducted by Martin Robinson of the Bible Society has shown
that the weakening of an obvious Christian influence in society has resulted
in young people being unable to find those who will answer their spiritual
guestionsThe result is that at least two generations have now internalised
spirituality to a private and virtually inaccessible place. Robinson reports
on a study conducted in a Birmingham factory which found that three-
guarters of the men prayed but not one of them would admit it to their
colleagues. Our experiences with M. and other young men have
highlighted the need for open access to those who can answer the questions
in a young heart.

M. continued over months to develop his skills of communicating
the gospel. He has now moved on to an open prisonemeahtly
wrote a letter in which he said that he was finding the move away
from the close fellowship at HMPoncaster difficult and that the
situation was ‘lonelybut that his spiritual @souces wee deep
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enough to see him thugh this challenging situation. On some
evenings hisaom at the prison hagsounded with the sound of
Christian chouses as ten menawd in thee. ‘They have never
met anyone like me’, M. wfte in his letterM. has now been out
of prison for one yeaOn Sunday he is helping me lead argzr

at the chuch in Doncaster we both attend. He hopes t@kat
theological college next autumn.

The notion of dignity lies at the heart of restorative jusfogient societies
practised the idea of the perpetrator making amends to the victim for the
wrong committedToday the state intervenes in the process and thedwsr

pays his debt to sociefjhis strips dignity away from the victim and heaps
shame on the criminal’he whole process fails to heal the victim and fails

to make the dénder see the need for some kind of act of restitution. E.,
whose story is told belgwold me that one of the worst aspects of his sentence
was the knowledge that he had created another victim. In his case it has not
been possible for him to make amends. In other cases involving the mediation
service REMEDI, prisoners have been able to meet their victims face to
face in a carefully controlled situatiowe encourage the Christians in S
Barnabas Chapel to think very seriously about making some gesture to their
victims as they do that they often discover that God takes their shame away
Yes, we believe that the momentdiveness is asked for it is granted by
God, but a need to work out thatdoreness in practical action is the path

to dignity and a future free from crime.

We often hear men saying that they were glad that God brought them into

prison. Some say that they were relieved to be caught so finally they could

get out of the nightmare their actions had created. Some of them would

strongly agree that the Lord has indeed replaced the shame of drug addiction,
thieving and begging with the honour of being part of Gdamily.

One man, E. was chged with a vey serious crimeA past offence

for which he had seed many years was not supposed telbealed

in court but so high was the pfile of the case that details slipped
into the pess. Pevious colleagues and friends told the gtof

how they had known him. The judge, in his summing up, called E.
an evil and manipulative man who had deceived his friends into
suppoting him.After sentencing, E. dved in the prison with a
long sentence and the vdsrof the judge metaphorically huraynd

his neck - ineality - a double punishment.
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E. came fom a Christian family and shatl some of that faith even
though, in his own admission he had strayed away in the years he
had been out of prison. HMPoncaster is a shtstay emand prison

and unusually E. has served nearly two years of his sentence at the
prison, but he is looking ferard to moving soon as his sentence
plan progressesAfter the early months of coming to terms with his
situation E. began teediscover his faith and deepen it. Thisqess

of restoring dignity came in a joyful séce whee E. in the pgsence

of family, friends and members of his cblatundewent baptism by

full immersion in the chapel of.8arnabas. E. is @wing in his

faith and is an inspiration to others. He is able to use his experience
of the dehumanizing pcess of prison to help those whe &rarful
first-timers in the system. The way in which he conducted himself
with dignity though difficult episodes of the past two years has
raised him above the hal and slurs heeceived on sentencing.

He is able to minister in the name of Jesus to newcomers and those
in need of a listening ear

E. is now serving his life sentence at another prison where he has had to
endure the same notoriety which he encountered at BbtitasterHe
continues to put his faith strongly into practice and he still writes
inspirational letters.

‘| will take their shame away and give them a double portion’. Prison life
often dehumanizes but the active Christian love and witness that flows from
a chapel community in prison helps broken people to rediscover that they
are human beings made in the image of God.

Anointed for Praise

Prison ministry is a fast-moving taskhe ministry of Jesus was condensed
into just three years and as | approach the three year mark in my ministry at
Doncaster | marvel at the number of people who have come across the path
of the chaplaincyThis article has taken some months to come to fruition
and in that time new faces have appeared; some familiar ones have moved
on and there have been tragedies and joys. One of our chapel contacts left
prison and chose not to go to a rehabilitation hotiseee hours later he

had died of a drug overdogeother strong member of the chaplaincy left
prison and seemed to be doing very well but then stole some nidisey
story of his past life which seemed to be so plausible turned out to be lies.

15 JR53



Another prisoner member of the chaplaincy team went to another prison
and is struggling desperately with the regime there.

It is during the disappointments and frustrations that we are moved to turn
back to the scriptures. Isaiah chapter 61 is an inspiration because at its core
are not the actions of sinful people but the gracious movement of an almighty
God.The anointing of the Spirit comes in spite of\srse 10 says, ‘He has
clothed me with the garments of salvatidrtie inevitable action of God is

to cause ‘righteousness and praise to spring forth before all the nations’.

Early this year M. and R. accompanied me down to a small Pentecostal tin
tabernacle in a nearby coal-mining villagehe weather was wet and
discouragingThe congregation was small and solemn. R. played some
music, M. accompanied him on the guitapoke on the theme of hope and

the two ex-prisoners spoke briefly about what their former lives had been
like. We talked of discouragemeitiwelve year old boy sitting at the front

of the meeting butted in with the remark that he was teased at school because
he read the Bible and trusted in Jesus. R. and M. replied that walking onto
a wing surrounded by the abuse of other prisoners had made them strong
and proud to be Christians. Often the ones who had given that very abuse
were the ones who came knocking at the cell door asking for prayer

Just two years before both men had entered prison as drug addicts, written
off by society We finished the evening feeling that once again God has
anointed us with praise and that out of barren soil God had caused
righteousness to spring.

Conclusion
‘For as the eath brings foth its shoots, and as a ghen causes
what is sown in it to spring up, so the HoGod will cause
righteousness and praise to springtfobefoe all the nations.’

Our experiences at HMP Doncaster are reproduced many times over at other
prisons and probably more 8be have not discovered the Holy Gralle

are not Christian alchemists whose touch turns everything to a conversion.
| have recorded a few examples simply to show that God will always be
true to His word and character

If there is any lesson to learn from our experiences over the past months it is
that we carexpectGod to move in response to the prayers of His people. It is
in His very nature to cause righteousness and praise to spring up. If | neglect
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my garden then weeds grow up and the soil becomes untended and ultimately
infertile. We are simply the gardeners in our work inBarnabas, and God
gives the increase. Maybe churches should do less and expect more.

Prison ministry inside and outside the walls has significantly impacted local
churches. One co-operative venture has been the setting Upusta he
Restoring BrokefValls Trust, to channel support to prisoners, ex-prisoners
and their families. Over one hundred prayer letters go out each month from
the prison to supporterShere is a weekly E-mail prayeote that also

goes out to supportershis is garden maintenandss we step daily into

the garden of &S Barnabas HMMDoncasterwe know that the prayer
gardeners have already been doing their work because the Lord God causes
righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.

Grant us a visn, Lord,

To see what we can achieve,
To reach out beyond ourselves,
To share our lives with others,

To stretch our capabilities,

To increase our sense of purpose,
To be aware of where we can help,
To be sensitive to your Presence,

To give heedo your constant cafl.

Notes
1 Welsh Revival web-site wwwobibrad.demon.co.uk
2 Martin Robinson, Faith of the Unbeliever (Monarch), p.75
3 DavidAdam

This atticle was originally published in slightly fuller form by @ve Books
whose permission has begranted for the eproduction of this version.

Philip Ireson is the Cheh of England Chaplain at HMPoncasterand
can be contacted at Philip@sonrfreeseve.co.uk
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