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Meditation in Prison

Welcome!
by James Bishop

O

n September 9th, 1999, I was
arrested and taken to jail. I
knew nothing of the prison world,
prisoners, or violence. Before my
arrest I had worked at a software
company in San Francisco. My world
revolved around computers and my
house in the California redwoods.
All that was gone.
I suffered for years from a mental
illness that led to my abuse of
alcohol
and
overthecounter
medications. I was sent to the
California
Substance
Abuse
Treatment Center in California. I
had been incarcerated for almost a
year with no treatment before the
chaplain in the prison introduced
me to meditation through a
facilitator
from
the
World

Phone Home
By Katherine Quinnell

A

lthough I had taken part in a
number of prayer groups of
different denominations during the
course of my life, it was not until
Feb. 1980 that I joined a newly
formed group for ‘Silent Prayer’.
Until then I had never heard of
Christian
Meditation
and
contemplation and I had found
what I had been searching for.
We were introduced to the teaching
of John Main, listening to talks and
reading his books as well as those
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I spent one full decade of my life
behind bars. It's difficult for people
"on the outside" to know what it's
like inside prison. Far too often,
prisoners feel lonely and ignored by
those on the outside. That's why the
facilitators are so very important.
They bring hope and healing to
hurting people. It is my hope that
this inaugural edition of Libero will
give facilitators what they need to
help those who need our help.
Meditation helps the prisoner and
society when the prisoner is released
with a healthier mind, greater
mental clarity, and a stronger
connection to God. Thank you so
very much for your efforts. Please
know that you are making a
difference. •

of other great spiritual writers. The
W.C.C.M. bookmark says all we
need to know about how to
meditate and what to pray for
before saying the mantra.
John Main’s teaching on ‘how to
meditate’ may sound to some like a
technique, but in a prayer to the
Holy Spirit we say ‘Open our minds
that we may see the hidden things
of God, and send LOVE into our
hearts like a flame of fire….’ The
key is LOVE, and I keep in mind the
words of St Paul in 1 Cor. 13.
There are two points in John Main’s
teaching that have impressed me in
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33 years.
One is to meditate
regularly and not to get sidetracked
by books, talks and discussions
about meditation. The second point
is that to meditate properly one
needs to be relaxed. Hence the
sitting
position,
attention
to
breathing and awareness of tension
spots in the body before saying the
mantra. My interest in the prison
service began after working in
music with teenage girls in need of
care. In the mid 1970s I joined the
Guild of St Leonard, subscribing to
a quarterly intercession paper
praying for offenders and all in the

Continued on Pg. 2...

... Phone Home, continued from Pg. 1
prison service. It is tremendously encouraging to hear
that Christian Meditation is being taught to prisoners
and I hope to read ‘A Way in the Wilderness’ by James
Bishop who was serving a 12 year prison sentence and
discovered the value of the mantra and Christian
Meditation.
For some time I have felt that people suffering from
emotional and mental problems would benefit greatly

from this way of prayer, so it is heartening to know that
people in hospitals are being helped in this way too.
Recently while watching a replay of ‘E.T.’ I was struck
by the intensity of longing in the little alien’s voice
when he said ‘E.T. phone HOME’ and his despair when
there seemed to be no response. When I pray, I like to
feel that I am ‘phoning home’ and I am increasingly
confident that there is always an answer. •

A Letter from an
Inmate

feeling more relaxed throughout more and deeper, and discover the
my body when I sit and meditate.... kingdom of heaven within them! •
The fruit of my meditation and
Anonymous
other spiritual practices includes: a
lessagitated mind and emotional
have been incarcerated for almost
state;
a
greater
sense
of
21 years now. I have been
contentment and completeness;
meditating for 18 of those years.,
very few fears and insecurities....; a
mostly sporadically and for time
great sense of love, compassion,
periods of not much more than five
and empathy for virtually all
or ten minutes for the first twelve
others; freedom from all forms of
years or so. In recent years, I've
addiction; and almost all forms of
finally become willing and able to
carnal compulsions.
to sit for up to one hour at a time,
though usually I sit for 20 minutes Thank you for making a special trip
or less....
to see us here at the Ramsey Unit,
south of Houston, Texas! That was
I am grateful to have reached the
quite a treat! May all those who
stage in recent years when I am
attended be inspired to meditate

“I am feeling
more relaxed
throughout
my body
when I sit
and
meditate.”

I

Meditation in a
Secure Treatment
Center
by Beth Smith, Chaplain
Brockville Mental Health Center

W

hat is a Secure Treatment
Unit? It is a facility jointly
run and staffed by the Royal Ottawa
which is a mental health hospital
and
the
Ontario
Provincial
Correctional Services. Thus it is
both a prison and a treatment
center for inmates who have serious
mental health issues. There are
approximately 100 residents at any
given time, all of whom have been
referred from the Correctional

System for treatment. "Freeing the
Human Spirit" a meditation and
mindful movement program based
on yoga asanas and focused
breathing, was developed by Sister
Elaine McInnes, a Catholic nun and
Zen master. The program is a
widespread phenomena in prisons
in Canada. So the medical staff and
Corrections approved the program
to be offered at the Secure
Treatment Unit. This past year,
Sister Elaine has retired, and
Freeing the Human Spirit is now a
program of the John Howard
Society of Canada. JHSC is a
national organization with 65
offices across Canada and they have
been helping folks in conflict with
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the law since 1962. This is good
news as when the men I share
meditation with are released, they
have a resource in the community
where they can follow up with their
practice of meditation and yoga.
As a chaplain who works to meet
the
needs
of
a
multifaith
population at the STU, I work with
inmates
from
various
faiths.
Christian Meditation has become an
adjunct of "chapel services" and
while Christian inmates attend, we
also have men of other faiths or of
none join us from time to time. I
encourage the men to practice both
meditation and mindful movement

Continued on Pg. 3...

... Continued from Pg. 2
on their own each day in their
rooms. This can be a challenge
however, as it is very rarely ever
quiet in a prison setting. Doors
clanging shut, announcements over
the PA, inmate unrest (remember
this is a mental hospital setting as
well). There is not really a regular
quiet space to hold sessions as a
group can be "bumped" out at any
time for various reasons. One needs
flexibility and patience. One
evening the guys were lined up
after
supper
to
get
their
medications and I was already in
the room we were using for that
evening, along with a couple of the
men, preparing for our evening
meditation. A physical altercation
broke out in the medication line just
outside of the room. The guards
were called, lock down ensued
while the perpetrators were put into
solitary. The two fellows I was with
tried in vain to meditate, but it was
pretty hopeless. They were too
agitated by the fight. (So was I
actually). A lot of the time the men
have difficulty meditating if their
medications are changed. A lot of
them have ADHD which really
makes it difficult to quiet the mind.
I ask them not to try to meditate if
they are actively psychotic and I
make that stipulation to doctors
who might refer men to the mindful
movement and meditation group.
Before discharge a lot of the men
are
so
distracted
with
the
uncertainty of their future, that
meditation
becomes
a
real
challenge. Sometimes I think that
nothing will stick from their
meditation practice upon their
release, that they will just give up,
or that other concerns will nullify
the need or urge to practice, but
then I remember that it is not up to
me, but up to the Spirit who works

in mysterious ways to be with
them.

"Two years ago I was intent upon
ending my life. With a bottle of
heavy narcotic pain medication, I
I am thankful that there are so was to overdose and be taken
many Christian meditation groups downstream thru violent rapids. By
in our province and also I am very the grace of God, this intended end
happy that the John Howard Society did not come to fruition. In the time
has taken over the FTHS program. since I have been brought here to
These fragile men need a lot of the STU where I have received
support when they return to their treatment and I have been blessed
communities or start over in a new in learning the art of meditation.
place and it is a blessing to be able This practice has provided me with
to give them a contact in the the means to actually relax myself,
Meditation community to continue sit still and submit myself wholly to
God’s authority over my life. It has
also improved my ability to enter
into meaningful and healing prayer.
My belief is that this daily practice
has contributed to my healing in
quite a significant way."

“These fragile
men need a
lot of
support
when they
start over in
a new place.”

getting support for their spiritual
journey. There is a group at the
Ottawa Mission in Ottawa that
many of our fellows gravitate to
when they are released, and they
find it comforting that such a group
exists. A lot of them belong to 12
Step programs like Alcoholics
Anonymous
or
Narcotics
Anonymous and Step 11 is "Sought
through prayer and meditation to
improve our conscious contact with
God as we understood God…" So
meditation is not a foreign concept
to them and indeed is an important
part of their recovery program.
The feedback from the men I have
worked with has been positive. One
fellow wrote these words in a card
that he created himself:
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Another wrote: "Thank you for the
wonderful introduction towards my
new spiritual journey. I truly
enjoyed all of your programs,
chapel, yoga, meditation. I plan to
continue with everything to help
balance my life."
Support as part of discharge
planning for inmates who are
interested in Christian Meditation
Groups
is
important.
Our
Meditation Community needs to be
open and encouraging to those who
show up.
I hope that the WCCM continues to
branch out to the poor and the
homeless and those on the fringe of
society. There is such a need and the
peacefulness and centeredness and
present moment awareness that
meditation brings can be an
important part of their lives. Once
basic needs of food and shelter have
been met, the companionship, the
fellowship, the solidarity of having
a meditation group can be of great
benefit. •

THE LAST WORD

friends. I am compelled to speak on
their behalf. They are, for the most
by James Bishop
part, not angry or violent people.
efore I went to prison, I had a When their mail doesn't arrive from
mental picture of the average home, they are sad. When
prisoner: a tattooed thug who was discussing the harm they caused to
angry and wanted to inflict harm others, some of them wept, and that
on others. After spending ten years made them tougher to me than the
there, I learned a thing or two. stereotypical angry, tattooed thugs.
While some prisoners are tattooed, Prisoners are like the rest of us, but
angry, and want to inflict harm on they are surrounded by a cold
others, I was surprised to find that world of steel and concrete, of
armed guards and razor wire. Is it
they were the exception.
any wonder that so many lose hope
I found friends in prison, people in a world that is so harsh?
who would stick with me no matter
what. I had lost many of my friends, I would like you, just for a moment,
but these prisoners understood to imagine your own incarceration.
what it meant to be rejected by You are taken to a cell where you
others, and we built bonds that are are stripped of all your clothing and
stronger than many friendships I dignity. You lose your belongings
had forged outside prison. The and your friendships. Then, you are
hotter the fire, the stronger the put into a concrete and steel room
bond. I am reminded of St. Paul's barely the size of a walkin closet.
words to the Ephesians: "For which This is your new home. No phone.
I am an ambassador in chains that I No family. It is terribly lonely.

B

inches thick, and the overwhelming
lack of concrete and steel. Prison is
a cold and harsh world.
That is why prisoners need you.
They need people from the outside
who can help them find another
way, who can show that they care
about them, and lead them to a
deeper connection with a God who
loves them.
If you are a meditation facilitator
who takes your gift into prisons, I
thank you deeply from the bottom
of my heart. Christian meditation
brought me from the depths of an
earthly hell to the light of hope.
If you do not take this gift into
prisons, I urge you to find out how
you can help. There are so many
crying out for help. Be an
ambassador.
Thank you. •

may speak boldly as I should."
When I was first released, I slept in
(Eph. 6:20).
a hotel room my first night. I was
In many ways, I now see myself as astonished at the sight of carpeting,
an "ambassador" to my incarcerated bedding that was more than three
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