[image: image1.png]



CommunityChaplaincy
Helping create a fresh start
 What can the Church do for people coming out of prison?
Report of a Workshop held on 14 March, 2009, at the Church of St George the Martyr, Borough High Street, SE1
Why Should Churches be involved in prisons? 

Talk by Revd Christopher Jones, Church of England Archbishops’ Council, Mission and Public Affairs Division
Revd Christopher Jones said that Christians should be involved in prisons because our faith gives us the message, the motive and the means to help prisoners, their families and the community. 
The Christian message is one of forgiveness, liberation and restoration. We all need forgiveness. Jesus brought Good News to outcasts and exiles. He himself died as a prisoner between two condemned men. His Resurrection is a message of hope and sustains us when working with offenders in what often seems  thankless, disappointing and frustrating work.
Our motive for this work is Jesus’ example of compassion for individuals and passion for justice.  This must involve both concern for individuals and a desire to see better structures in place to support people in need. We are called to give care unconditionally, whatever the individual’s religion or lack of religion.
Churches have the means to offer support and be a bridge between prisoners and the community outside. From the work of John Howard and Elizabeth Fry two hundred years ago to the police court mission which was the forerunner of the Probation Service the church has been involved with prisoners. Prisoners have plenty of experience of paid professional help but what churches can offer is one to one support, personal commitment. Churches have resources to help prisoners resettle – meeting/advice premises, connections and networks in the community; they can provide supportive communities for ex-offenders and can pray for those who take up this work. This is work which involves partnership with other agencies and churches are well-placed to work in collaboration. 

Working with offenders is a journey of learning and transformation. There will be difficulties as well as good experiences but once involved in this work it is difficult to give up. 
Introduction to Community Chaplaincy
Talk by Revd Allison Waterhouse, Resettlement Chaplain, HMP Wandsworth
Allison explained that she held a full-time post, paid for by the prison service, as Resettlement Chaplain in Wandsworth Prison. Her post was part of a new move by the prison service towards community chaplaincy, aimed at forming a bridge between the prisoner inside and support services outside which might help a prisoner to get established outside on release and avoid re-offending. Prisons were forming partnerships with voluntary organisations (often Christian-inspired) which could help to organise jobs, housing etc for prisoners on release – among such organisations were St Mungo’s, Green Pastures and Stepping Stones. There were now some 10 -12 community chaplaincies and another 5-6 developing. The government was supportive but not necessarily providing the funds needed. Community chaplaincies nationally were trying to develop national training and accreditation standards for this work.
What do community chaplains do? This is multi faith work. Chaplains may not proselytise but may respond if prisoners show interest; they must respect equality and diversity. Their role is to mentor and befriend, advocate for the prisoner, signpost them to services and generally help prisoners who are often institutionalised and disorientated on release. 

Most community chaplaincies have been set up by the prison chaplaincy service as independent charities, so that they can apply for grant funding to pay workers and cover costs. This enables them to be closely linked to the prison but the funding arrangements can make them vulnerable to grant-chasing and short-term funding. Some chaplaincies have been set up as community boards, which bases them more in the community working with community partners. Often a lot of work is done with prisoners within the prison but very little support is available after release. Churches, based as they are in every community and often running projects to support vulnerable people – homelessness support, advice centres, employment support, fellowship projects – could be a great resource if they were linked with community chaplaincies.
Panel Session (Christopher Jones and Allison Waterhouse, joined by Tricia Anderson of Basic Caring Communities, Arthur Gwagwa from Feltham, Ingrid Mayer from Wormwood Scrubs, Alison Smith from Belmarsh and Tim Snowdon of Changing Tunes, all of whom had spoken in small Group sessions)
Among points made in this question and answer session were:

· The Government has established a National Offender Management Service (NOMS) with a resettlement strategy with seven pathways (housing, employment, family relationships etc) to settle prisoners on release. Services to deliver this strategy are to be commissioned in each region and these services include community chaplaincy. The probation service is now part of this structure. The vision is good but the NOMS approach is very top down, its IT system is chaotic, there are concerns as to whether it will be sufficiently funded (and given long-term funding) to build links and fulfil the vision. The probation service is presently contracting and centralising which raises concerns. There is also a real problem about co-ordinating services as prisoners are often moved around and may be released in one area but go to settle somewhere else.
· The bureaucratic nature of much government operation includes a distrust of voluntary workers in prison (fears about security) and a reluctance to partner small and innovative approaches. Competing for government contracts can set voluntary organisations in unhealthy competition with each other, where co-operation would be much more productive. Receiving government money can inhibit innovation and introduce counterproductive controls on voluntary bodies’ ability to operate effectively. Too often government funding favours big voluntary organisations which are not necessarily rooted in local communities and may be less able to help prisoners establish roots.
· Ideally government should fund one full time community chaplain in every prison and the churches should fund two free-ranging chaplain posts in London to encourage and co-ordinate community chaplaincy and links with churches and other faith groups.

· Churches should aim to link with their local prison and consider partnerships with non-faith bodies providing, for example,  prisoner mentoring services. Training and building links will help them build credibility with local agencies providing, for example, housing and employment training. The community chaplaincy can help facilitate this.
In conclusion the Chair thanked presenters and participants for contributing to a very useful event, which had roused considerable interest. The workshop organisers would consider what follow-up might be provided. At the very least a report of the workshop would be provided to all participants, together with a leaflet giving details about London community chaplaincies and other useful contact details, to help churches considering getting involved in this work.
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