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 A glance at revulsion, reform, and 

religious who minister in the age of 

mass incarceration.  
By Mike Dorn, OFM Cap. 
 

Nationally, the souls of almost 2.3 million are 

incarcerated, with 1 in 5 for a drug-related 

offense. In the face of such a reality, taking 

concrete steps to address mass incarceration 

born out of consistent prayer is critical. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu embodied such spirit 

one day well before the end of apartheid during a 

prayer service at Cape Town’s St. George’s 

Cathedral. When police entered armed with guns 

and lined the walls, he responded: “You are 

powerful. You are very powerful, but you are not 

gods and I serve a God who cannot be mocked. 

So, since you’ve already lost, since you’ve 

already lost, I invite you today to come and join 

the winning side!”  
 

The prison-industrial complex may be powerful and 

running at full steam, but it has likewise already 

lost. As Capuchins, Catholics and other Christians, 

we must work together to bring others to the 

winning side of a restorative justice model sooner 

than later! Here’s a glimpse as to why it matters: 
 

Solitary Watch reported that Todd Ashker was sent 

back to solitary last year via “ad seg” (administrative 

segregation), after only 13 months in general 

population and after serving 28 years in solitary 

confinement because ‘his life was threatened.’ 

Ashker (among others), organized a 2013 hunger 

strike that engaged 30,000 inmates which led to 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

significant changes to Pelican Bay State Prison 

(where he resides) and elsewhere. 
 

Moreover, The Marshall Project tells the story of 

Imani, a 16-year-old in Syracuse, NY arrested and 

charged with robbery after a dollar store clerk 

accused her and her friends of shoplifting. She was 

placed into solitary confinement (aka SHU/Security 

Housing Unit) for 32 days after filing a grievance on 

one of the officers in the maximum-security adult 

jail. This happened in 2016, a year after NYC 

banned the SHU for anyone 21 and younger. It was 

also a year after the death of Kalief Browder, the 

nationally-known story of a 16-year-old Bronx teen 

arrested for allegedly stealing a backpack and later 

put into solitary confinement for two years on 

Riker’s Island (three years in detention) before the 

charges were dismissed. In 2015, he committed 

suicide due to the effects of his incarceration. 
   

These stories, and the vast majority of their kind 

which remain untold or rather unheard— are all 

seemingly deafening alarms that have been 

sounding for decades but only in the last several 

years have begun to be heard on a larger scale. 

Why has it taken so many cell phone videos, 

research journals/books, films and nationwide 

“SINCE YOU’VE ALREADY LOST…” 

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2018.html
https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/four-things-we-can-do-end-mass-incarceration
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/criminal-justice-restorative-justice/crime-and-criminal-justice.cfm
http://solitarywatch.com/2018/07/13/as-long-as-solitary-exists-they-will-find-a-way-to-use-it-five-years-after-californias-prison-hunger-strike/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2018/03/28/rikers-doesn-t-put-teens-in-solitary-other-new-york-jails-do?ref=collections
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsDUXa5q-So
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/06/before-the-law
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protests to educate parts of society largely unaware 

of this issue about its ongoing reckless fruit? 
 

The answers given are as convoluted and elusive as 

the issues themselves, yet the crux lands 

somewhere in the realm of denial of our roots. 

Thus, until we as a nation of indigenous, black, 

brown, white, documented and undocumented 

peoples can assemble throughout the country for 

some form of truth and reconciliation commissions 

(TRCs) to discuss our troubled histories and the 

ongoing consequences— systemic justice and 

peace will remain elusive. As attempted in 

South Africa and at least 42 other countries; 

TRCs are not perfect, one-time solutions to 

decades of racism and injustice, but in the right 

political environment they are agents for 

promoting restorative justice and 

reconciliation-based societies. 
 

As Capuchin Franciscans, our vows and our 

fraternity bind us to the work of repairing and 

rebuilding relationships. Although our efforts 

may appear small, both our physical and spiritual 

presence- matter. In Milwaukee, Capuchin friar 

Francis Dombrowski is on call as a Catholic priest to 

the Secure Detention Facility and the Women’s 

Correctional Center. When asked about the 

difficulties of prison ministry, he points out the 

challenges of contextualizing their backgrounds in 

light of past trauma, abuse, etc. He adds, “trying to 

help the person clarify what is important to them 

and what hurts the most and to motivate them by 

appealing to their strengths, their faith, their trust in 

God. We use God's word to give them hope, and we 

brainstorm for a step out of their situation, one that 

they feel they can do and want to do.” Additionally, 

Dombrowski also belongs to a citizen’s group that 

lobbies senators and assembly members in 

Madison to reform some of the parole policies and 

revocation practices so that offenders might have 

an opportunity for alternatives to incarceration, 

such as outpatient AODA (Alcohol and Other Drug 

Abuse) counseling.  
 

Likewise, Capuchin friar Joachim Strupp, who 

completed four years of prison ministry at the 

federal level in Lompoc, CA, also speaks from a 

place of advocacy- “[Inmates] are frustrated of being 

left in the dark for long periods of time in regard to 

medical treatment, legal appeals, dates of release, 

etc. For many, there’s the torture of their inability to 

help their families with the problems caused by their 

imprisonment; and many complain of the lack of 

programs to help them prepare for life outside of 

prison.” He wants the public to know that “many see 

their incarceration as an opportunity to turn their life 

around, but unfortunately our society often doesn’t 

help them do 

this once 

they’re 

released.” 

Dombrowski 

agrees, 

“Right now 

there are too 

many 

obstacles to 

rehab.” 
 

Despite the seemingly endless roadblocks of a non-

rehabilitative and profit-driven corrections system, 

it’s safe to say that mass incarceration and it’s 

business model will eventually unravel because it 

has been spiritually and morally bankrupt from the 

moment its architects went to the drawing board. 

That said, a system that has been so relentless on 

punishment rather than rehabilitation for over 40 

years won’t dissolve overnight. Nationally, it’s at a 

snail’s pace of progress in the right direction. Still, 

despite Todd Ashker returning to the SHU, Solitary 

Watch has reported that “in California’s ten high-

security prisons, the number of people in [the SHU] 

fell dramatically—from 2,876 in September 

2015 to 444 in March 2017.” 
 

If both lay, clergy and religious can learn more 

about the inmates in this losing industry through 

volunteering as chaplains, assisting in community 

re-entry programs, or advocating on their behalf 

politically, perhaps the closer we’ll all get to a 

winning system of restorative justice and 

reconciliation. 

     

https://newrepublic.com/article/134712/wounds-incarceration-never-heal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3Xe1kX7Wsc
https://www.news24.com/Columnists/EleanorduPlooy/why-talking-about-the-trc-is-still-important-20-years-later-20180724
https://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/making-profits-on-the-captive-prison-market
http://solitarywatch.com/2018/07/13/as-long-as-solitary-exists-they-will-find-a-way-to-use-it-five-years-after-californias-prison-hunger-strike/
https://csgjusticecenter.org/nrrc/
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Delivered at the Conference “Promoting Just and 

Inclusive Communities in Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana: A 

“Whole of Community” Approach to Immigrants and 

Refugees”, Cincinnati, OH | July 16-18, 2018 

 

“…we are here to affirm the presence of Jesus in the 

outcast and exploited whose humanity has been 

disrespected and whose rights have been trampled. 

But we also need to listen very carefully to the voice of 

Jesus who says:” 

“When I picked and prepared your food, you watched 

me be handcuffed and loaded into a van.” 

“When I grew the plants you will use in your yard, you 

allowed me to be detained far from where I lived and 

worked.” 

 “When I sat next to you in class, you said ‘go back 

where you came from’ and insulted my accent, my 

skin color, my way of being.” 

“When I ran away from an abusive spouse, or 

protected my kids from gangs on our street, you 

turned me away from your border.” 

“The Son of Man, coming in glory and surrounded by 

angels, is seated upon his glorious throne – but that 

throne is a thin mattress in a tent surrounded by a 

chain link fence.”  FULL TEXT HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“WALKING TOGETHER” | 2018 

THEME OF THE ANNUAL 

GLOBAL SEASON OF CREATION 
 

Excerpted from seasonofcreation.org: 

The Season of Creation is an annual celebration of 

prayer and action to protect creation. It is celebrated 

globally by tens of thousands Christians of all 

traditions, and the leaders of faith traditions 

have encouraged the faithful to participate. 

 

Local, volunteer event hosts on six continents 

organize celebrations in their communities. These 

range from prayer services to litter clean-ups to 

advocacy actions. 

 

The season begins September 1, the Day of Prayer 

for Creation, and runs through October 4, the Feast 

of St. Francis, who is the patron saint of ecology in 

many traditions. The theme of this year’s celebration 

is “walking together.” As brothers and sisters in 

Christ, we are on a pilgrimage to better care of 

creation.  

More information about how to celebrate is here. 

The Season of Creation is covered widely in the press, 

including coverage last year in CNN, La 

Vie, Crux, Toscano Oggi, Argentina’s Catholic 

Information Agency, and Carta de Notícias. 

 

 

 

 

  

Capuchin Franciscan Province of St. Joseph Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation Office.  Please 

contact us at jpic@thecapuchins.org if you would like to contribute to the newsletter.   Follow our 

blog at: thecapuchins.org/jpic and receive more up-to-date actions, prayers,  

and news at: facebook.com/sjpjpic/ 

 

BISHOP JOHN 

STOWE, OFM Conv.  

CALLS ALL ‘TO 

HUMANIZE THE 

ISSUE OF 

IMMIGRATION’ 
 

http://cmsny.org/publications/stowe-cincinnati2018/
http://cmsny.org/
http://seasonofcreation.org/
http://seasonofcreation.org/2018/06/15/season-of-creation-supported-across-christian-traditions/
http://seasonofcreation.org/guide/
http://cnnphilippines.com/news/2017/09/02/Tagle-warns-Catholics-against-false-gods-false-creators.html
http://www.lavie.fr/debats/chretiensendebats/prier-pour-la-creation-pour-quoi-faire-31-08-2017-84591_431.php
http://www.lavie.fr/debats/chretiensendebats/prier-pour-la-creation-pour-quoi-faire-31-08-2017-84591_431.php
https://cruxnow.com/interviews/2017/09/01/turkson-pro-life-cause-concern-environment-inseparable/
http://www.toscanaoggi.it/Vita-Chiesa/Ambiente-cristiani-europei-uniti-per-la-cura-del-Creato
http://www.aica.org/29854-invitan-la-jornada-mundial-de-oracion-por-el-cuidado-creacion.html
http://www.aica.org/29854-invitan-la-jornada-mundial-de-oracion-por-el-cuidado-creacion.html
http://cartadenoticias.com.br/2017/08/william-saliba-topicos-31082017/
mailto:jpic@thecapuchins.org
http://www.thecapuchins.org/jpic
https://www.facebook.com/sjpjpic/
http://seasonofcreation.org/

