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Romans 12: 1-5

The New Life in Christ

…………12…..but be transformed by the renewing of your minds……

Matthew 25: 31-40

The Judgement of the Nations

31 ‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory………

“Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” 40And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family,* you did it to me.” 
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Thank you for the opportunity of being with you today.  I’ve been very aware since coming to Perth nearly three years ago of the energy and commitment of the Chaplaincy Department in the Prison.  I’ve been warmly welcomed by the Governor and staff both here in Perth and at Glenochil.  But, on reflection, I have to say to you that I had been living in Perth for some time, enjoying its grace and beauty, before I realized that there was a simply enormous prison right in the centre of town.  And that tells you something about prisons.

Like most clergy, I have of course found prisons featuring quite regularly in ministry.  In the strange world of Northern Ireland prisons during the troubles, I was a member of the Board of Visitors in Crumlin Road Prison, Belfast.  It smelt like boarding school.  And that tells you something else about prisons – and maybe about boarding schools.  The paramilitary prisoners did not regard themselves as criminals – indeed at times the staff seemed less free than the prisoners.  But, while the prisons embodied the anguish of Northern Ireland and its troubles, they also became a vitally important building block for the future.  A study of Prison Education for Incarcerated Terrorists concluded: 

‘the acquisition of an education, 'ranging from adult-basic education to Open University studies,' presented Northern Ireland's political prisoners with alternatives which subsequently led to their renunciation of terrorist activity in favour of lawful political action (p. 474).

That also tells you something about prisons.  It was Tolstoy who said, ‘You can tell everything about the state of a country by the state of its prisons’.  And gathered together for worship in this Prisons Week, we of course would go much further than that.  Looking at the place and the problems of prisons in our society, we see a system stressed beyond measure.  There are issues about the dignity of prisoners – but also about the dignity and fulfillment of prison staff who have to work in a system which is always close to breaking point.  There is the dreadful level of public debate about prisons – the angry ‘lock ‘em up and throw away the key’ mentality which forgets to be tough on the causes of crime and doesn’t see the daily reality of our prisons - the numbers of young people with drug problems and psychiatric disorder, the vulnerable people for whom prison is not the answer.

So back at the spiritual heart of things, we are left facing the fundamental issues of humanity – sin, human failure, respect, repentance, redemption, reparation, restoration.  And we look at the fundamental nature of God who created each one of us in his image – God who is love which is expressed in the mysterious holding together of judgement and justice, mercy and compassion – and the equally mysterious calling of those of us who seek to live our faith in our work to embody those apparent contradictions in the world of prisons.

Those questions work themselves out in daily reality.  Paul speaks of transformation – ‘transformed by the renewing of your mind’.   We either believe that people are as they are or we believe that change is possible – and sometimes when we look at people who are the product of poor parenting, broken homes, educational failure, poverty, multiple deprivation, it is hard to believe that.  But in faith we must.  We face again the fundamental commitment of the  Christian to the marginalized – as Jesus constantly stepped across the social boundaries to identify with outcast and sinner – ‘I was in prison and you visited me.’  And the compassion is inside that – the desire to recognize the dignity and value of every human being – is held in tension with a clear-sighted understanding of human failure and sinfulness.  And that clear-sighted understanding is in turn held with a desire not just to punish but to restore – and to restore relationships and to put back what has been wrong – which opens up the world of the place of the victim and of restorative justice.

My pleasure at sharing in this Service with you in Prisons Week today is part of the challenge to myself and to all of us to be aware of prisons – to be aware of them as a physical presence – to be aware of them in the sense that there is an extraordinary number of people locked up in them, peoples’ sons, husbands, fathers …    Above all it is to recognize that in this forgotten world lie all the best and the greatest challenges to our society and to our humanity in particular.  So the visiting in prison which of which Jesus spoke becomes a desire to struggle with all those questions of sin, human failure, respect, repentance, redemption, reparation, restoration.

And so doing it comes back to ourselves – this is not just about people in prison – it is about us – our own need to be forgiven for our faults and failings, our own need to be restored, our own desire to live within the glorious freedom of the children of God.

