
Profiles in  Justice: Angela Schultz 

 

Visit the imprisoned, it’s one of the Corporal Works of Mercy, but most of us don’t live close to a prison. 

So how are we supposed to live out this work of mercy?  The social justice committee at St. John 

Vianney decided to focus on the Corporal Works of Mercy during the Year of Mercy.  The pastor, Fr. 

Schuster, would preach on the works and then after Mass we would have tables set up in the gathering 

space with ideas and suggestions on how to live out the works.  As a committee we needed to come up 

with these ideas.  As we were brainstorming, one of the members, Angela Schultz, shared with us how 

she had started writing letters to prison inmates as a way of “visiting” them.  What had started out as a 

Lenten practice for Angela turned into a ministry that she has now shared with the community.  We 

were very moved by her stories and wanted to pursue this further.  Angela shared her experience at 

Mass and in the bulletin. 

Back in January I was contemplating Lent coming, and wondering what I could do or give up.  For 

some reason I started thinking about the Corporal Works of Mercy and remembered the one – 

Visit the Imprisoned.   

A friend of mine – a fellow parishioner here at SJV, has a brother who has been in and out of 

prison.  She would sometimes tell me about how he felt “thrown away”, how he’d be bullied, 

and beaten up in prison. 

I decided to research writing to inmates.  After sifting through websites and finding some good, 

reputable ones, I had to learn all the rules and safeguards.  Once I felt like I had a good grasp at 

what I was undertaking, I began to write to 12 men and women.   

Some of them are on death row, others are in for life sentences, and others still will be released 

at some point.   

Some profess a deep love for Christ and want someone to pray for them, while others are 

atheist.   

Some are in on drug charges.  Others for serial rape and murder. 

A couple of weeks later the letters began to pour in.  Nine and ten page letters from people who 

I discovered are STARVING for human interaction.  I came across a statistic that says a staggering 

80% of inmates lose 100% contact with the outside world within 2 years of their incarceration.  

Life at prison becomes their whole world and they are desperate for communication, and to 

have supportive relationships.  Studies show that inmates who have these positive relationships 

do better when they are released and have much lower recidivism rates.  The task of re-joining 

society in a productive way becomes doable.   

This is James.  He is in for murder.  He recently sent me a copy of a certificate showing he 

completed an Adult Skills Class in Reading, Math and Language – an achievement he was proud 

of. 

Marbel tells me of fleeing Cuba with his family as a young child and living for several years in a 

refugee camp in Peru where he witnessed grown men killing and stabbing each other over food 



for their families.  The only child of refugee immigrant parents who eventually made it to the 

U.S. and are now dead – he is completely alone, on death row for murder.  The only family he 

has left is a son who has disowned him and a daughter who is disabled and is unable to visit 

unless someone brings her.  No one does. 

One inmate asks me to pray that he makes it home, and that God keeps him safe. Kesha tells me 

how helpless she feels being locked up while her mother is dying of COPD, alone.   

The atheist – Jeremy tells me that the closest thing he’s felt to a connection to a higher power, 

something bigger than himself, is in ocean waves on a surfboard.  He asked me if that is that 

“church” is like for me. 

Barry tells me that many people start to write, and then stop after the initial interest of writing 

to a death row inmate wears off, making him feel like a novelty to be cast off.  He says he “seeks 

those who feel I’m worthy of their time to write to or pray for, as I’m still a human being.” 

And I guess as Catholics we are supposed to see the dignity in all human beings.  Some of the 

people I write to have done awful, horrific things, but God loves them anyway in spite of their 

sinfulness, and I guess that means we are supposed to do the same.   

In my communications with these people, I have come to understand the things in their lives 

that lead them to where they are.  While that doesn’t excuse anything they have done, it has 

taught me to see the human face behind the label of prisoner. 

I invite you to stop by the tables set up after Mass for more information on how we are setting 

up this program at St John Vianney, including a church-sponsored PO Box we can use to avoid 

giving out our home addresses. 

My friend’s brother took his own life last year.  He saw his struggles as too much to bear.  By 

writing to these people, by being a friend, by sharing our faith, by being a supportive, positive 

presence in their dark world, we can be the face of Christ to a soul who desperately needs to see 

him.    -Angela Schultz 

After Mass that weekend, we setup tables in the gathering space for folks to get more ideas on how to 

live out the Corporal Works of Mercy and to sign up if they are interested in learning more.  Angela held 

a meeting for those who were interested in learning more about the letter writing.  Of the dozen or so 

people who attended that meeting, we now have a couple more folks writing to those in prison.  One 

thing we have done as a parish is to purchase a PO Box so folks can feel safer about giving a return 

address that is not their home address.  Angela also suggested we use an alias just to be safe.    Her final 

words of advice “Above all, pray for them.”   

 

By Bridget Becker, Director of Liturgy, RCIA and Adult Faith Formation at St. John Vianney Church and 

Member of DOW Social Concerns  

 


