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Earlier in the winter, we had a very unusual Texas cold front. While I was comfortably warm in 

my house, I viewed a news program that was highlighting Christian Assistance Ministry and 

Corazon San Antonio. They were out in the freezing cold offering rides to shelters and donating 

much-needed clothing to the homeless who had no other protection against the elements. I was 

impressed with Morgan Handley, the associate director of Corazon San Antonio, when she said, 

“These are our people. I spend more time with these people than I do with my own family.” I was 

immediately reminded of the scripture (Matthew 25:40). “‘When did we see you sick or 

in prison and go to visit you?’ The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one 

of the least of these ... Jesus acknowledges the authentic existence of others by recognizing their 

woundedness and offering assistance.’” 

 

I could not help but also think about other groups in our community who are “the least of these.” 

They are also the people in our prisons the unseen, the nameless, and the broken. There are 2 

million people in our nation’s jails and prisons. People in prison often face dehumanizing 

conditions. Many prisoners have their constitutional rights violated, are at risk for sexual assaults, 

are beaten, and have mental health issues exacerbated by a system unequipped to deal with their 

health needs. Prisoners lose their identity as they become just another number in a system that does 

not care about their well-being. Several studies indicate the issues that exist even after people are 

released from prison. What is more troubling is that there are many people who are falsely accused 

and, according to the Georgia Innocence Project, between 4-6% of the incarcerated are innocent 

and an alarming amount them were targeted for the color of the skin. 

     

As members of the Death Penalty Abolition Restorative Justice Team, we have heard many 

stories of mercy and forgiveness over the years from people: the exonerated, the mothers who 

had their child on death row, murder victim families. These stories give these people who had 

been treated as a number with a name and face. Most recently, our issue team sponsored a zoom 

discussion with a third year St. Mary’s University law student, Cody Huffman. He told the story 

why he had been passionately working with groups advocating for a new trial for Melissa Lucio. 

(Innocenceproject.org melissa-lucio-9-facts-in). She was granted a new trial but would have been 

the first Latina woman executed.  He related it to the story of his mother who he believes is also 

falsely imprisoned and is working tirelessly for her exoneration.  His firsthand story of having a 

mother in prison was taped and can be viewed at (Include the link to his story)  
 

The impact of crime affects us all.  Incarceration is often a necessary form of punishment to 
protect society. However, it should never be imposed in such a way that it denies the basic 
dignity and worth of men and women behind bars. Prison chaplains, who serve the spiritual and 

religious needs of inmates, their families and correctional officers, remind us of Jesus’s message 

that no one is beyond redemption for their actions. Our issue team also has recognized the 

importance for us to support the work of faith-based rehabilitation because it provides those who 

feel powerless against crime with a practical way to change their lives. Restorative Justice 



initiatives are a movement that aims to help people who’ve committed crimes take 
responsibility for the harm they’ve caused others and to make amends to the victims of crime 
and their community. Operating within the criminal justice system as an alternative to 
punishment alone, these “restorative justice” programs help prove that personal 
transformation is possible, even for people who’ve committed the most serious crimes. Such an 

approach goes to the very heart of the problem—the need for God in the lives of all who have 

been affected by crime. 

There might be other ways we can learn about the experience of people in prison. “Unprisoned” 

is a podcast and radio show telling stories at the intersection of human lives and the criminal 

legal system and won a Peabody Finalist award. A new TV show from ABC Signature, also 

entitled “Unprisoned,” is an eight-episode series premiering March 10 and is inspired by the life 

of author Tracy McMillan. It is a half-hour show about “a messy but perfectionist relationship 

therapist and single mom whose life is turned right-side-up when her dad gets out of prison and 

moves in with her and her teenage son.” The goal of the comedy, says both McMillan, is to 

change hearts and minds around people who are impacted by mass incarceration. Another 

moving book and film is Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson. Just Mercy is a true story about the 

potential for mercy to redeem us and the call to fix the broken system of justice.   

As we journey through Lent to Holy Week, we are reminded that Jesus calls us to individual and 

collective care for “the least of these” which represent necessary and yet feeble attempts to follow 

in the footsteps of our Lord who prioritized the marginalized in his ministry. Cornel West has 

famously remarked that, “Justice is what love looks like in public.” You might take time this Lent 

to reflect on who are “the least of these” that you ignore or overlook? Simple actions we can take 

every day are to keep in mind the dignity and respect that every human deserves.    

 


