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It’s time for a new approach 
to prison justice
The Uniting Church in WA is using International Day 
of Prisoner Justice, 10 August 2011, to start a new 
conversation about prisons. Build Communities Not 
Prisons is a campaign supported by people who 
believe that building more prisons and sending 
more people to prison is not the best way to improve 
community safety. 

What is prison for? 

Prisons are full of people whose circumstances have 
led them to make bad decisions and bad choices. 
But if you look into the background of many of 
the people who end up in prison, you will find people who have mental illness, drug and alcohol addiction, 
low levels of education and unsettled childhoods. You’ll also find people who, before becoming offenders, 
were victims of crime themselves. Yes, there are some people who don’t have any of these things in their 
background… but not many.

We know that by far the majority of people who end up in prison come from disadvantaged backgrounds. We 
know that by far the majority of people who commit crimes have themselves been victims of crime. So we are 
calling on the Government to make a change: to work with us to build our communities, so we don’t need to 
build more prisons.

Does our prison system make us safer?

In WA’s currently overcrowded prison system, prisoners have only limited access to rehabilitative programs — 
drug and alcohol rehabilitation, education and training, anger and domestic violence programs. This means 
that people whose behaviour has shown they clearly need help and support, aren’t getting help or support. 
Sure, they’re being kept away from people they may have harmed… but at some point, almost all prisoners 
get released. Read more…

Let’s talk money

Did you know it costs $100,000 to keep one adult in prison in WA for one year? And did you know that if you 
have a parent in prison, you are 5-6 times more likely to end up there yourself? We believe it makes more 
sense to invest in programs to strengthen our communities — we need more programs which give people 
opportunities and the support they need to make good life choices.

The cost of our current prison system can be measured in more than just the dollars. Some of the ‘hidden’ costs 
include damage to individuals, families and communities. Read more…

We need to shift our thinking. Prison must be a last resort.

© Produced by the Social Justice Board of Uniting 
Church Synod of Western Australia 

All images in this pack have been used with 
permission.

Contact us on 1300 736 692 or (08) 9260 9800

email social.justice@wa.uca.org.au 

or write to GPO Box M952, Perth  WA  6843. 

Not putting people in prison in the first place:

* preventing crime by community development 

* using alternative ‘punishment’/rehabilitation 
measures

*  using alternative accommodation and treatment 
for mentally ill people

* using alternative accommodation for intellectually 
disabled people 

* using prison only as a last resort.

Freeing people as soon as possible: 

* using parole and probation effectively

* sentencing only as long as necessary 

* Tagging is used in some situations; for example, as 
an alternative to prison in Sweden. 

Lowering the chances of people returning to prison:

* mental health treatment 

* assisting prisoners to deal with any addictions  

* education opportunities and vocational training

* encouraging prisoner decision-making, initiative 
and responsibility

* effective transition to outside life – 
accommodation, finance, transport,  and 
employment.

Justice Re-investment notes that a large proportion 
of offenders come from a relatively small number of 
communities and works holistically to concentrate 
services and programs that may prevent offending in 
these communities. 

How to use this resource 
This study guide has been designed to give people an insight into some of the issues around prison justice in 
Western Australia, and to help them think through the alternatives to the current way of doing things. 

Over four sessions, we hope to help you look at some of the stories, facts and figures, bust some myths and 
consider the alternatives. 

At the end of the four sessions, participants will be encouraged to think about ways they could act to seek 
reform of prisons and the criminal justice system and to get involved, where appropriate, in prison support 
and transition to society. 

The sessions are a mixture of group and individual work. To make the most of this study, we recommend each 
participant uses a journal for personal reflections, both during the sessions and in between. At the end of each 
session there are suggestions for ‘homework’. 

We recommend you set aside around 1and a half hours for each session, including a short break in the middle. 
However, this will depend on the size of your group. If you are leading the sessions, please read through the 
material ahead of time; you may want to emphasise different parts of the material depending on your context. 

Sessions 2 & 3 include short audio-visual sections, so you may require a computer and internet access. Links for 
all videos are provided in this document, and are also available from the www.buildcommunitiesnotprisons.
org.au website. 

Some sessions may also require a whiteboard or large sheets of paper for brainstorming ideas. 

All Bible verses are written in full, but you may like to encourage participants to bring their own Bible with 
them and read together from different translations.

While this resource has been designed for use with Christian groups, sessions could be adapted for use in a 
non-Christian setting.  

Introduction

Some alternatives to our current system
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Prayer is an intrinsic factor in their lives and this has 
united us closer together.

The last time Mark was invited to a family gathering 
was at one of my niece’s wedding. He stole a CD from 
the musician and then proceeded to start the vintage 
car which was used for the bride and groom.  From 
then on he was excluded from family gatherings.  
Christmas time proved a sad time as Mark asked to 
stay with me.  After several years he realised that I did 
not attend the usual family celebrations because he 
was staying with me.  It would have been a heartless 
act on my part to go off and leave him to he own 
devices — and a worrying one also.   

It still puzzles me that my brothers and sisters did 
not care to contact me due to my non-appearances.

Then came the convictions.  On two occasions The 
West decided to make known Mark’s brushes with 
the law — and also to openly proclaim that he 
is HIV positive.  My daughter wrote to the editor 
castigating the journalist for providing the public 
with private information.  Mark’s journey continues.

After Mark’s second stint in prison he would come 
and spend weekends with me.  At this time he was 
attempting to withdraw from drug usage.   Teaching 
during the week only enabled me to have Mark from 
Friday to Monday morning.  He tried hard to beat his 
addiction…and he suffered.  

Although it was a difficult time for him, it was 
wonderful have ‘Mark of old’ back with me.  During 
these times my two grandchildren would also 
spend weekends at my place and Mark would enjoy 
showing them how to invent mechanical systems.  
My daughter and her family had returned to Perth so 
that the children would benefit from the Australian 
way of life.

Sadly, Mark returned to the vice of drugs. More 
offences, more convictions.  Hakea then Casuarina 
yet again.

Visiting Mark in prison demanded strength and 
perseverance to overcome the degradation and 
despair experienced each weekend visit. My self 
respect reached an all-time low.  

On arrival, visitors were herded from the waiting area 
into the ‘hand stamping’ area.  At each clanging door 

the stamped hand would have to be put through a 
window to be checked.  Then came the walk in the 
open, surrounded by walls capped by rolling razor 
wire. A formidable sight.  

This was followed by another herding enclosure. 
More name checking and hand checking.  Finally the 
meeting room where the encaptured member was 
released to his visitor.  Saying goodbye was not an 
easy time.  Driving back home was a nightmare; with 
tears blinding my vision, it is a wonder that I was not 
pulled over.

It was one of the friends who I mentioned earlier 
who kindly offered to drive me to the prison, wait in 
the car and then drive me back home.  I will never 
forget her heart-warming, generous offer.  There 
was no family member who offered assistance other 
than my daughter, when we would travel together 
to visit Mark.  I shall never forget the true example 
of Christian love that emanated from my friend.  She 
is the reason I attended a Kairos Outside for Women 
weekend.

There was one prison visit that is embedded in my 
mind.  After the hand-stamping regime I was asked 
to step aside and follow a prison officer into another 
room. “This is a random strip search,” I was told.  
Following instructions, I discarded my clothes — all 
of them — and donned a gown.  I was guided to 
stand over a mirror where a prison officer performed 
what she had to do.  

Prison doesn’t just affect  
inmates...

Session 1:  

Prison experience

This first session, we will think about the 
experience of prison. You will need to use your 
imagination, and begin to think about prison from 
the perspective of a prisoner, a prison guard, or the 
loved one of a prisoner. 

Icebreaker (10 mins)

Spend a few moments before you start to go around 
the group and introduce yourselves. If the group 
members already know each other, each person 
could also talk about their perspectives on prison. 

Prison affects real people (10 mins)

A participant in the Kairos Outside program tells her 
story as the mother of a young man caught in the 
cycle of drug addiction and crime. Have one of the 
members of the group read this aloud. It should take 
about 10 minutes. 

As I write these words my mind has traversed 
eighteen years.  Eighteen years of seeing my son 
start a journey of drug use and abuse, law breaking 
and imprisonment.  I became familiar with visits to 
Casuarina, Hakea, Acacia, Rangeview and Karnet 
prisons.  Preparing myself for these visits and then 
recuperating afterwards was an ordeal that was 
kept close to my chest… praying continually that 
after each release from prison, Mark would have the 
strength to break his soul destroying habit.

I remember, it was during dinner one night when 
Mark made this statement: “Mum, I’m chemically 
dependent.”

At the time I did not give full credibility to these 
words, thinking that this was yet another phase he 
was going through… he will get over it.    How little 
did I realise that this was the beginning of a tortuous 
journey for Mark and the family.  Mark was living 
with his father and asked that this disclosure not be 
mentioned to his dad.

Then came the requests for loans of money, with the 
promise of paying back.  After several loans the more 
alert part of mind took hold and my wallet was not 
readily opened.

Twice Mark turned up at schools where I was 
teaching, wanting money.  Surreptitiously 

manoeuvring him from the premises was a feat I 
cannot fully recall.  

While teaching in the country there was a midnight 
visit.  Radio blaring through the night, evidently 
the result of an amphetamine dose.  More money 
was wanted. The following day the school was 
holding a fundraising event and my time was tightly 
scheduled. What to do with my son who wanted to 
be with me? What was the reason?  My mind went 
into overdrive knowing that each stall would be 
holding money.   How I managed to get Mark back to 
Perth is still a blur.

These incidents were minor compared with what 
was to follow.  Life was, and still is, a continual 
prayer—never isolated or rejected by the Lord.  
Being the eldest of a large family, I often wondered 
why there was no one to offer a caring thought.  I 
was always there for them.  Evidently the family 
found it too difficult to come to grips with a member 
who brought disgrace to their name.  

My daughter was in London and not totally aware 
of what was occurring here at home.  On one of 
her visits to Perth she was taken aback when Mark 
and his father appeared at the airport. Mark very 
obviously under the influence and unkempt.  This 
was an embarrassing situation as other family 
members were also present… something to add to 
their discussions and scrapbooks.

Placing Mark in the hands of the Lord creates a time 
of peace… until I take back the worry and fretting 
and subjecting myself to isolation.  

It was only when two close friends asked after 
Mark that I decided to tell them of the situation.  
Both these friends have been very supportive and 
continue to be so.

“The spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me;
he has sent me to bring good news to the 

oppressed, 
to bind up the brokenhearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and release to the prisoners.”

Isaiah 61:1
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Prison Cell experience 
This reflection is experiential in nature and is designed 
to raise an awareness of the feelings brought about 
by isolation and the prison cell environment. The 
group leader will verbally walk participants through 
an imagination experience. This will take about ten 
minutes.

Close your eyes and:

1.  Imagine your are in a small room. (PAUSE)

 The four walls are limiting your freedom. The door 
has been locked on the outside at 4pm. (PAUSE)

 You are now isolated, with no other human 
contact. You are now alone.  (PAUSE)

2. There is a draught coming from under the door. 
It is flowing out through the barred window. 
(PAUSE)

 You feel cold but can find no way of keeping 
warm. Occasionally you are aware of a Prison 
Officer peering at you through the shutter in your 
door. (PAUSE)

3.  As time goes by you start to feel lonely. (PAUSE)

 You miss your family...  (PAUSE)

 You want to talk to your close friend ... (PAUSE)

 But you are alone. (PAUSE)

 You begin to long for the freedom to be with you 
family and friends. You feel like crying. (PAUSE)

 In the distance a scream breaks the silence. 
(PAUSE)

4. You have now been locked in this small room for 
several hours. You are still freezing but you have 
blocked the tears by counting... (PAUSE)

 You have counted the number of months you 
have left in this prison. You have counted the days. 
(PAUSE)

 You have counted the number of hours until your 
cell door will open and you will walk outside your 
room still within the walls of this prison — still a 
prisoner. (PAUSE)

 You feel like this time in jail will never end. (PAUSE)

5.  Boredom is now settling in. (PAUSE)

 You are alone and do not know what to do. 

6. Now imagine how you will survive this for sixteen 
hours, day after day, week after week, month after 
month, year after year.

Soon I’ll ask you to open your eyes... (PAUSE)

Open your eyes. 

Ask each person in the group to describe how she/he 
feels right now, in one word.   

Personal work (15 minutes)

Before talking further with the group, spend 
some time individually writing or drawing in your 
journal. Think how you normally spend those 16 
hours from 4pm until morning, and how this is 
different from the way you would spend those 
hours as a prisoner. 

In pairs (10 minutes)

Share with a partner — or all together if the group is 
very small — any insights you gained from tonight.

Final reflection (biblical)

Isaiah 42:5-8

Thus says God. Yahweh 
who created the heavens and spread them out, 
who gave shape to the earth and what comes from 
it, 
who gave breath to its people 
and life to the creatures that move in it:

I, Yahwey, have called you to serve the cause of right; 
I have taken you by the hand and formed you; 
I have appointed you as covenant of the people and 
light of the nations,

to open the eyes of the blind, 
to free captives from prison, 
and those who live in darkness from the dungeon.

My name is Yahweh, 
I will not yield my glory to another, 
nor my honour to idols. 

There was another officer in gloved hands, masked 
and holding tongs to sift through my clothes.  Trying 
to get my mind away from what was happening to 
my person I glanced over to the tonged wielding 
officer who at this stage was hold up my knickers 
— my Sunday best ones.  I had attended another 
function that day and I was dressed more formally, 
hence appropriate undies to correspond with the 
outer clothes.  It was difficult to assume my usual 
composure after this ordeal.  I was still shaking 
nervously several days after the examination.

Visits continued for some time then Mark was 
transferred to Rangeview jail in Geraldton.  This 
request was made by Mark.  He never explained the 
reason to me. My assumption was that he had been 
‘at the hands’ of some of the inmates.  I will leave it 
at that.

After Mark’s release from Rangeview, he relapsed 
again. After taking the grandchildren’s PlayStations 
and hocking them, he was not permitted to make 
contact with them or visit my daughter’s home.

There was a time when I was travelling on a bus from 
the city to my daughter’s home when Mark boarded 
the bus.   Shamefully, I hid my face so that I could 
not be seen.  I knew that if Mark recognised me, he 
would have wanted to come with me and he was 
not permitted on my daughter’s property.  To this 
day I feel dreadful about this course of action.  This 
was me, a mother, rejecting my son.

I treasure the lovely plants Mark has given to me for 
Mothers Days. One special gift was a pressed rose 
he confiscated from the prison garden some years 
ago.  How he was able to ‘procure’ the rose, I do not 
know and I did not ask.  Also, prisoners are searched 
before visits so how the rose got to me is a mystery.

I am not the only one who has been isolated 
and rejected.  So is Mark.  The Lord suffered his 
Gethsemane and was rejected by his apostles.   He 
knows and cares for those entrusted in his care.   We 
thank you, Lord for your steadfast love. 

Share (15 mins)

Whole group responses to story. What are your 
impressions, responses. How would you feel if this 
was you, or your partner, sister, mother? 

Take a break (10 mins)

This is a sad story and you may have found it 
upsetting. Use this opportunity to take a short break 
before continuing with the session. 

We believe.. 

•	 that	all	people	are	created	in	the	image	of	God,	with	
the right to live in dignity

•	 in	compassion	“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”

•	 in	repentance	“I tell you there will be more joy in heaven 
over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine 
righteous people who need no repentence”

•	 in	forgiveness

•	 in	replacing	retribution	with	restoration	and	
reconciliation. 

Homework

Before next week, read the article on the following 
page (p8), and think about retired judge Antoinette 
Kennedy’s words, “The community has become 
more frightened of disorder than of tyranny.”

Or you can listen to an interview with her on The 
Law Report, April 2010. http://www.abc.net.au/rn/
lawreport/stories/2010/2876282.htm
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Since last week... (15mins)

Spend some time talking about your reflections on 
the homework, and any other reading or thinking 
you have done since the first session. 

Was there anything that surprised you? Have you 
had any conversations with people about this study 
group? 

Personal work (15mins)

Complete the exercise “It’s Easy to Break the Law” on 
the opposite page.

Share with the person next to you anything you 
learnt from the exercise. 

Group work (25mins)

If possible, invite someone with experience of the 
prison and/or justice system to be part of this session 
and share their own experiences. For example, a prison 
chaplain, ex-prisoner or judge. 

Rosemary Hudson Miller is quoted in August 2011 
edition of Revive as saying, 

When we talk about victims of crime, it’s easy to forget 
that by far the majority of people who commit crimes 
have also been victims. the family and loved ones of 
prisoners are also victims; the effect on a family when 
one member is sent to prison is enormous. Not only 
can it create a financial and emotional burden for 
the family left on the outside, but the children of a 
prisoner are also at a higher risk of entering the system 
themselves.

In WA, 70% of inmates are unemployed at the time 
of their arrest; First Peoples, who form 2% of the 
population make up 40% of the prison population. 
Read the other statistics from the ABS, and consider 
as a group the reasons why people go to prison. 

Do these statistics make you think differently, or are 
they what you expect? 

Session 2:  

Who goes to prison?

A prison snapshot  
(from the Australian Bureau of Statistics)

At 30 June 2010 there were 29,700 prisoners 
(sentenced and unsentenced) in Australian prisons, 
an increase of 1% (383 prisoners) from 30 June 
2009. This represented a national imprisonment 
rate of 170 prisoners per 100,000 adult population. 
The median aggregate sentence length for all 
sentenced prisoners was 3 years.

Unsentenced prisoners comprised 21% (6,367) of 
the total prisoner population, a decrease of 0.4% 
(26) from 30 June 2009. Over half (55%) of all 
prisoners had served a sentence in an adult prison 
prior to the current episode. The most serious 
offence/charge category of acts intended to cause 
injury accounted for the highest proportion of all 
prisoners (20% or 5,805).

Of the total prisoner population, 8% (2,228) were 
female and approximately eight in ten (80% or 
23,863) were born in Australia. The median age of 
all prisoners was 33.5 years.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners 
comprised just over a quarter (26% or 7,584) of 
the total prisoner population. The age standardised 
imprisonment rate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander prisoners was 1,892 per 100,000 adult 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population. 
This was 14 times higher than non-Indigenous 
prisoners at 30 June 2010.

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I 
was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me, I was naked and you gave me cloting, 
I was sick and you took care of me, I was in 
prison and you visited me.”

Matthew 25:35

If people feel comfortable, they may like to share 
their own experiences of the justice system. Do they 
think prisons make our community safer? 

Take a break 

Once you can have people more frightened of 
disorder than tyranny, it enables you to do almost 
anything you like so far as legislation is concerned.”

The words of retiring Chief Judge of the District 
Court Antoinette Kennedy.

Since taking office in 2008, the Liberal-National 
Government has moved aggressively to reform 
Western Australia’s criminal justice system. It has 
introduced mandatory jail sentences for a range 
of offences including assaults on public officers. 
It has introduced anti-hoon laws and proposed a 
raft of others including stop and search laws, anti-
association laws, and laws which would see juvenile 
offenders named and shamed for committing 
serious criminal offences.

Throw a tough new Parole Board into the mix and 
the result is a prison system bulging at the seams. 
The Attorney General Christian Porter and the Police 
Minister Rob Johnson have been unapologetically 
leading the charge. 

But recently, two senior judges have voiced serious 
concerns about the direction of law reform in 
Western Australia.

Limited deterrence

In her farewell speech to the Supreme Court of 
Western Australia, Honourable Justice Christine 
Wheeler said imprisonment does little to deter crime 
and that it may even increase it.

While criminal law must be enforced and offenders 
punished, she says “reasonably often people, often 
young people, people with young children, people 
with mental problems, are in gaol for longer than is 
strictly necessary or sometimes when not necessary 
at all.”

In introducing the mandatory sentencing laws, the 
State Government has effectively removed a judge’s 
discretion in sentencing. It means a judge can no 
longer draw on their experience in the justice system 
and hand down what they believe to be the most 
appropriate punishment for an individual offender.

Judge Wheeler says the over-reliance on 
imprisonment as a punishment was one reason 
behind her decision to retire.

“The disconnection to a degree between what I 
do, as I see my duty to do it, and what empirical 
evidence suggests it would be better to do, is one 
reason that maybe it’s time to give it away.”

Culture of Fear

The retiring Chief Judge of the District Court 
Antoinette Kennedy was a little more pointed in 
her criticism, accusing the government of creating 
a culture of fear in WA and introducing laws which 
erode civil rights.

“It’s cheap and it doesn’t require any leadership to 
say we’re going to increase all penalties and we’re 
going to lock everybody up longer.

“But, to actually convey to the community, no, we’re 
not doing that because it doesn’t work, we’re going 
to do these other things such as early intervention - 
that requires leadership, and it requires more than a 
30 second television grab, I’m afraid.”

Like her colleague, Judge Kennedy says jail has never 
been the be all and end all solution in the criminal 
justice system.

“It’s not the whole answer, it’s part of the answer. 
I’ve often had lawyers say to me about their clients, 
‘It was inevitable that my client would end up in the 
criminal justice system’ and when you look at the 
lives that they’ve had as small children you know 
that that’s right, it was inevitable that they’d end up 
in the criminal justice system.”

“So, if we know it’s inevitable that certain people will 
end up in the criminal justice system, why aren’t we 
doing something about it where we can stop it?”

Increased penalties, mandatory sentencing and other 
restrictions are trends that concern the two judges.

Judge Kennedy said she had hoped to achieve a little 
more in her 40 year career.

“I had hoped that over the period of time, more 
programs would be available for offenders and 
there’d be more chance of putting them out into 
other programs that would be more effective than 
jail, and that has never come to pass.”

Judges speak out on limiting justice:  

ABC News article for discussion

Journaling ideas

Judge Wheeler observes that “imprisonment does 
little  
to deter crime and may even increase it.” 
Comment?

Why have “other programs that would be more 
effective than jail” not been implemented? 

How might politicians — and the electorate — be 
educated about more effective responses to crime?

http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
http://www.wa.uca.org.au/blog/breaking-out-of-the-prison-cycle/
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Banging head on a brick wall 
syndrome... 
We want to be safe. 
We want to punish offenders. 
We want to stop them reoffending.

So... we lock up offenders. 
We get tough and refuse parole — just in case the y 
re-offend 
(cos community safety is paramount).

While we are being tough, we remove the judges’ 
discretion and bring in mandatory sentencing.

We don’t want to be seen as soft on crime, so we 
don’t try any of the alternatives to imprisonment, 
such as restorative or transformative justice.

We ignore the research about what will reduce 
people reoffending.

We refuse to spend justice resources on looking at 
what really causes crime and how we can prevent it.

Instead, we take large numbers from some 
communities and confuse their social structures, we 
remove parents from families when other measures 
might work better, we use prisons to house people 
who are mentally ill.

Then we are surprised there is an increase in prison 
population...

We are surprised that overcrowding stops people 
participating in programs that might assist their 
rehabilitation.

We are surprised there is an increase in sexual attacks 
within prisons when people are locked up with 
sexual predators.

We are surprised there are social problems caused by 
stress in prisoners and their warders.

We are surprised prisoners see no purpose in careful 
conformity when there is no chance of parole. 

We can’t believe that prison fails to rehabilitate, 
deter, meet public concerns or make communities 
safer — that in fact a case can be made that prison is 
counter-productive.

So we build more prisons.

Watch (10 mins)

Watch the Hungry Beast segment on Prison Rape, 
which refers to research commissioned by the Uniting 
Church. (You will need a computer and access to the 
internet.) Alternatively, the leader will need to have 
read the “Preditor or Prey” research document. A copy 
is available from the Justice & Mission Unit. 

This is confronting viewing. Spend five minutes in 
personal reflection (journaling/drawing) before 
coming together as a group.  

Whole group (15mins)

What do you think are the reasons there has been 
little action to address the issue of prison rape? Do 
you agree with the comment, “If you don’t like the 
time, don’t do the crime”? 

Final reflection

Homework

Read “A Chief Screw with a difference” (pages 12-13) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WuyRb9qsWcY

Who gets raped in prison? 

Excercise:  

It’s easy to break the law
It’s easy to break the law 

Consider the 12 incidents below 
Tick any that you have done. 

 
INCIDENTS

 
YES  NO 

1. Have you ever bought goods, knowing or believing they may have 
been stolen? 

 

   

2. Have you ever taken stationery or anything else from your 
office/work? 

 

   

3. As an employee, have you ever talked about confidential matters 
outside your workplace, having signed a confidentiality agreement? 

 

   

4. Have you ever kept money if you received too much change? 
 

   

5. Have you ever kept money found in the street? 
 

   

6. Have you ever taken ‘souvenirs’ from a pub/hotel? 
 

   

7. As a matter of expediency, have you ever forged another’s signature? 
 

   

8. Have you ever fiddled your expenses? 
 

   

9. Have you ever tried any minor income tax dodge? 
 

   

10. Have you ever tried to evade customs duty on a cheap item brought 
on a holiday? 

 

   

11. Have you ever used pirate computer software? 
 

   

12. Have you ever photocopied or reproduced someone else’s 
songbooks? 

 

   

 
Did you tick an offence that it was the norm for you to commit? 

Did you commit the offence because everyone else does it? 

It is important to note that in certain areas, at certain times, among certain groups, committing 
certain offences may be more normal than not committing offences. 
 
Few of us have never committed an offence! 

Consider the 12 scenarios outlined below. Answer honestly.

Did you tick an offence that it was the norm for you 
to commit?

Did you commit the offence because everyone else 
does it?

It is important to note that in certain areas, at certain 
times, among certain groups, committing certain 
offences may be more normal than not committing 
offences.

Few of us have never committed an offence!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WuyRb9qsWcY
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Bible passage for reflection     

1 Thessalonians 5: 12-18

Has anything changed in 20 years?  

Archive news article for discussion
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Bible passage for reflection     

1 Thessalonians 5: 12-18

Bible passage for reflection     

1 Thessalonians 5: 12-18

Session 4:  

What can we do? 

Since last week... (15mins)

As homework you were asked to think about what 
you could do to help break the cycle of prison. Using 
butcher’s paper or a whiteboard, share your ideas. 
How do you feel about this? Inspired? Frustrated? 

Small groups (25mins)

Break into three equal groups. Allocate each group 
one of the main offences for which people are jailed: 

•	 acting	intending	to	cause	injury

•	 sexual	assault

•	 illicity	drug	offences	

Imagine you have all been jailed for one of these 
offences; in your group decide what you think is the 
most appropriate way of dealing with this crime — is 
there anything more appropriate than imprisonment?  

What part might mental illness or drug addiction 
have played in your committing your offence? 

Whole Group (15mins)

Share key points from the discussion.

Compare these ideas with what you wrote down at 
the beginning of this session. Choose three action 
points and break into groups again. 

Take a break 

Small Groups (25mins)

Brainstorm some ideas related to your chosen action 
point. What can you do to change prisons, sentences, 
treatment of offenders and victims. 

A prison snapshot  
(from the Australian Bureau of Statistics)

At 30 June 2010, the most prevalent offences/
charges for prisoners (either sentenced or 
unsentenced) were: acts intended to cause injury 
(20%); sexual assault (13%); illicit drug offences 
and unlawful entry with intent (both 11%); and 
robbery and extortion and homicide (both 10%). 
Together, these offences/charges accounted for 
three quarters (75%) of all prisoners in 2010.

“‘Lord, how often must i forgive my brother 
if he wrongs me? As often as seven times?’ 
Jesus answered, ‘Not seven, I tell you, but 
seventy-seven times.’”

Matthew 18:21-22

Whole Group (5mins)

This is the end of this study. Before you leave, 
consider what you would like to do next. As a group, 
do you want to follow up on any of the actions you 
have discussed tonight? 

Final reflection

Since last week... (15mins)

Spend some time talking about your reflections on 
the homework, and any other reading or thinking 
you have done since the first session. 

Do you think anything has changed since Keith 
Hamburger was head of the Queensland Corrective 
Services 20 years ago?

Are things better? Worse?  

Whole group (10mins)

Watch ABC news story on prison education 

programs and how they are designed to break the 

cycle of crime. 

http://bananasinpyjamas.net/news/2011-06-

04/prison-learning-designed-to-break-crime-

cycle/2745580 

Small Groups (25mins)

Share ideas on the question, “What role does 

imprisonment play in our society?” you might 

consider the following points:

•	punishment	and	retaliation

•	deterrence

•	community	protection

•	rehabilitation.

What have we discovered about the effectiveness 
of various responses to crime (what works and what 

doesn’t work)?

Session 3:  

Christian reflections

“How long, Yahweh, am I to cry for help 
while you will not listen 
to cry ‘Oppression in your ear 
and you will not save?

Why do you set injustice before me, 
why do you look on where there is tyranny?

Outrage and violence, this is all I see, 
all is contention, and discord flourishes.

And so the law loses its hold, 
and justice never shows itself.

Yes, the wicked person gets the better of 
the upright, 
and so justice is seen to be distorted.”

Habakkuk 1:2-4

Take a Break 

Whole Group (25mins)

Share key points from your small groups discussions.

Read the Matthew Bible reading again. How does 
this challenge us to respond differently differently to 
people who break the law? 

Final reflection

Christ followers are called to walk in the steps of 
one who emphasised that the important element 
in Jewish law as not vindictive punishment nor 
the exchange or return of property but rather the 
restoration of shalom to community. 

Jesus also saw that a ‘forgiveness dynamic’, as 
exemplified by God’s relationship with humanity, 
was crucial to this Hebraic sense of justice if it was to 
bring about shalom’s sense of peace and wellbeing 
both within community and between people. 

For Jesus, restoration of proper relationship between 
people entailed a willingness to suffer wrongs, 
and this remarkable understanding became the 
underpinning to new theological concepts between 
God and humanity. 

Rev Marion Millin, former prison chaplain

Homework

Spend some time considering some actions you 
could take — as an individual or as part of a group 
—to help break the cycle of crime. 

Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador asked, “A 
Church that doesn’t provoke any crises, a gospel 
that doesn’t unsettle, a word of God that doesn’t get 
under anyone’s skin, a word that doesn’t touch the 
real sin of the society in which it is being proclaimed 
– what gospel is that?”

Is that the question for us? 

If we know about the injustices in our prisons 
should we not be unsettling the safe election ploys 
of political parties when they choose to demonise 
offenders rather than address the situations which 
create a community in which the conditions for 
crime are optimal? 

Should we not be under the skin of governments 
which preside over such statistics as 70% of children 
in juvenile detention being Aboriginal? Should we 
be proclaiming a gospel of justice and redress of 
disadvantage for those in our communities who are 
so vulnerable? 

Can we say with Jesus in Luke 4 : 18 “ the Spirit of 
the Lord is upon (us) for he has anointed (us), he has 
sent (us) to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim 
liberty to prisoners, and to the blind new sight, to 
set the downtrodden free and to proclaim the Lord’s 
year of favour” (from Isaiah 61: 1-2)? 

Rosemary Hudson Miller, Associate General 
Secretary (Justice & Mission)

http://bananasinpyjamas.net/news/2011-06-04/prison-learning-designed-to-break-crime-cycle/2745580 
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An initiative of the Social Justice Board of the Uniting Church in WA

“I was in prison and 
you visited me...

whatever you  
did to one of the 

least of these 
members of my 
family, you did  

to me.”
Jesus (Matt 25:40)


