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Abstract

The State of California has been a trendsetter in radical forms of penal policy and mass-

incarceration in Western societies. As such California’s prison state and its governance

structures demand careful scrutiny. These governance structures are both formal and

informal, manifesting different power structures at play within the system. Any proper

theological account of such phenomena needs to reckon not only with these extant

structures but also with the incarcerate ecclesia, the prison church. The present article

aims to highlight the reality of this community within the California prison settings (with

relevance to other penal contexts), a community that is locally supernaturally

constituted, inter-racial, spatially transcendent and transformational, displaying the

power of the gospel among its participants. In this way, the incarcerated church sub-

versively fulfils the aims of the other formal and informal governance structures, both

sanctioned by the State and manifest in prison gangs.
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In the 1960s nobody saw California, the most populous state in the US, becoming a
prison state.1 With its veritable forms of personal and social rehabilitation, open-
ness to new ideas and to all sorts of people, and even the flourishing of new forms
of spirituality, it was the place where people could find fresh hope, a new start, a
second chance and new possibilities for change. California played host to a new
kind of evangelicalism, born-again Jesus people experiencing radical life correc-
tions, and the modern Charismatic movement; countless evangelical figures,
organizations and movements found fertile ground here, often receiving a boost
from the Golden State before sometimes hitting a kind of global celebrity status.
Yet underneath the cracked tiles of the Golden State’s utopian dream competing
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forces gave way to a dystopian bottom, evidenced by the fact that today the
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) is the largest,
most significant, and problematic prison system in the world.2

The numbers

The problem is highlighted by the sheer size of the system and the multi-layered
webs of influence on the prisons and those seeking to govern them. Roughly
0.5 per cent of the California population is incarcerated. When Jerry Brown
took office in 2011, the total CDCR population was 287,444 (0.7 per cent of the
California population; 1.99 per cent of the adult male population). From 250,000
to 300,000 people are processed in the CDCR reception centres every year.3

The prison population is dominated by Latin Americans (41 per cent), blacks
(29 per cent), whites (23 per cent), and others (6 per cent). The entire population
of Californian men finds 6 per cent of its black men locked-up, followed by 1.1
per cent of its Latino men, 7 per cent of its white adult males and 0.05 per cent
of its Asian males.4

The timeline of recent events in the CDCR saw it peak in 2006 with 163,000
inmates, which dropped down to 144,000 on 1 October 2011, the year of the
Realignment Assembly Bill (AB) 109 and AB 117, meant to reduce the inmate
population to 137.5 per cent capacity (design capacity is 84,130), effectively man-
dating that California release 40,000 prisoners. At the end of 2013, the adult inmate
population was estimated at 134,000, and by 11 February 2014 it was down
to 117,500.5

Through the process of easing overcrowding mandated by the Supreme Court,
1,400 ‘lifers’ have been released since 2011, Governor Brown allowing the release of
82 per cent of the 1,590 paroles granted by the board (80 per cent of lifers are in for
murder, and there are 35,000 total lifers incarcerated).6 Brown has also granted
over 300 pardons since 2011 (the previous three governors granted 29 in over 20
years), and he granted 63 more on Good Friday 2014.7 With this, the CDCR
recidivism rate remains the highest in the nation, hovering around 70 per cent in
2011,8 and highly unlikely to go down much more.9 In the current (2014–15)
proposed budget (totalling $106bn; $107.77bn in the May revision) $9.8bn is
devoted to prisons,10 strengthened by a powerful correctional officers’ union
which laid low in the 2012 elections.11

Without wanting to trace or make much here of the politics of the prisons, the
prison guard union or election results – others have done this and still others have
deemed the consumerization of the legal system ‘most disturbing’ and ‘insidious’12

– it suffices to say that the State of California provides at best a problematic policed
mechanism of justice, both punishment and rehabilitation13 for citizens found
guilty of criminal activity, of which there is a lot in California. As such, and for
what it does, the CDCR is essentially a mechanism hopelessly ambivalent to the
individual particularities of convicted members of society, the places from which
they come and what happens to them in the prisons; and therefore reform is often
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left up to other factors and prospective agents of change. Of course, with the
massive exodus of recent inmates in California, and the want of diminishing
recidivism, Rowan Williams’s insight is helpful. With reference to British prisons,
but with relevance to those elsewhere, he notes:

If we seriously want to address the problem of reoffending, it is clear that a penal

culture in which there is no real attention to how offenders change is worse than

useless—literally worse than useless, in that it reinforces alienation, low self-worth

and the lack of any sense of having a stake in the life of a community.14

With this notion of having a stake in, obligation to, or responsibility for a com-
munity, I take it that Williams is looking to something like Hannah Arendt’s
notion of resumptive forgiveness as part of this process of ‘change’ in an offender’s
life – something more than just retributive, restitutive or even restorative justice,
and something far more personal and public than the otherwise arbitrary and
private forms of attempts to accomplish justice that have been focused largely
on removing offenders from society, which is California’s current policy. But con-
sidering how to critically address these important matters in the life of the CDCR
requires a deeper consideration of the internal structures at work within the system.

The economics of power

If California has difficulty governing itself and sorting out matters related to its
own mass incarceration situation, there is an additional layer below the surface that
may be perhaps the most important one for understanding prison life: prison
gangs. Everybody participates, whether they want to or not. Everyone participates
in both the formal and the informal governance structures at work, an economy of
trust, lust, respect, loyalty and rules that must not be violated, even though they
won’t be found written anywhere.

We started from the top in the earlier sketch: 163,000 inmates in 2006. But the
CDC(r) has been in turmoil since the 1980s. In 1980, there were fewer than 25,000
inmates in a dozen prisons.15 So the population has sextupled, and the prisons
themselves tripled. It has caused major internal problems of prison governance,
and so the gangs have also multiplied. Today it’s commonly acknowledged that
there are more prison gangs, and more gang members; that their power is more
entrenched than ever before; and that they largely rule over the inmate social
system in California.16 They have their own economy that coexists with, subverts
and sometimes dictates the shape of the formal structures of the prisons, with the
Warden, officers and service staff.

Gang membership is often restricted to race. In 2002, a high-ranking official
testified that there were from 40,000 to 60,000 gang members in Californian prisons
alone, and others estimate this number much higher, even up to 75 per cent.17 A
prison gang is an ‘inmate organization that operates within a prison system, that
has a corporate entity, exists into perpetuity, and whose membership is restrictive,
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mutually exclusive, and often requires a lifetime commitment’.18 The CDCR uses
the term ‘Security Threat Group’ to refer to all criminal gangs.19 They are involved
in illegal economics, including the trafficking of drugs, sex and other contraband
items, but may also be credited with maintaining order within prison society. They
exhibit extraordinary care for their members and with corporate solidarity provide
the maintaining of various community goods throughout the prison system. It’s a
world of extremely well-organized power, and networks well beyond any one cell
block or particular prison.

An alternate power at work

Let’s consider prison religions for a moment. Situated in the midst of the formal
and informal governance structures are those practising religion. Sociologists have
noted both sincere and insincere reasons for the religious involvement of prisoners.
The sincere reasons are motivation, direction and meaning for life, hope for the
future, peace of mind, positive self-esteem and change in lifestyle. Whereas insin-
cere reasons include protection, inmate convergence, interaction with women vol-
unteers and access to prison resources.20

We know that some religious groups in prison function more along the lines of
Robert Bellah’s ‘lifestyle enclave’, no less racially homogenous than some of the
prison gangs.21 But even when some glimpses of success are on display, the com-
munity there is still a lifestyle enclave. One example might be in the form of the
encouragement of the theatrical arts. While acknowledging the rigorous prison self-
segregation remit by race and gang affiliation, actor Tim Robbins, who supports
such encouragement, said that his organization insisted that it include inmates of
all stripes. He states, ‘We’ve had sessions where we’ve had white supremacists and
Crips and Asians, and what happens in that room is so profound that the guys tell
us, to a man, that the bonds that they made in that room are far more important
than they’ve had previously.’22 And while motivation for participation in these
other groups may be dissimilar to gang involvement, none of this really cuts
through the darkness. Indeed, inmates experience conflicted motivational factors
with the emergence of prison seminary programmes.23

Beyond this, there seems to be a more spontaneously governed structure at work
in the prisons. It goes beyond what exists with various so-called ‘faith-based’
prisons and well beyond what Andrew Johnson noted from studying
Pentecostalism in Brazilian prisons. Johnson found separate inmate populations
within particular prisons, for which the gangs had deep respect – both for their
volunteers and the sincere Pentecostal inmates.24 This is similar to what US and
international ministries such as Prison Fellowship have experienced, although these
groups have a much stronger financial backing and a larger profile boosted by its
patronage from significant public figures (e.g. the late Chuck Colson, founder of
Prison Fellowship Ministries).

Yet if Christian theology has anything to say about what’s happening in the
prison, in the area of ecclesiology, it ought to be something about an alternative
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structure at work in the prison, a power displayed within the life of the church
(Eph. 3.20–21) which, in the words of the apostle Paul, is identified as ‘the power of
God for salvation to everyone who has faith’ (Rom. 1.16, NRS). It is the gospel,
freely available to all, giving birth to the church, which often both the incarcerate
and non-incarcerate church have difficulty identifying.

The first thing to be said about this informal community governance structure is
that we know a lot less about it than we think we do. If we know only so much
about the gangs, we also know so little about the church. When I asked one vol-
unteer prison worker about the visibility of racism or prison gangs during services
he helps lead once a month at the Wasco reception facility, he stated this: ‘Oh no.
In chapel and Bible studies these guys are hugging each other, [saying] ‘‘Brother
this, and brother that’’ and there’s no racial issues or gangs.’25 But while this may
be a standard observation from outsiders, my question is whether this ostensible
scenario goes with the inmates back to the yard, and whether it goes on beyond the
surface level and often sporadic and shallow reception centre life. From my
research, I’ve seen that prisoners can often articulate a depth of theology and
devotion in soundbites – especially for the camera when providing footage for
various kinds of ministry reporting or for possible consideration from the parole
board – but they remain inseparably bound not only to the epistemological struc-
tures in the prison but also to the economics at work there.

And yet there are other stories that testify to the inter-racial and liberating
dynamic at work within the prisons. One former Mexican inmate described his
situation as a young Christian in this way:

After I got saved, and was growing in Christ, walking with him, when I thought about

‘bunking up’ with a white dude – because, this one guy, [name withheld], was solid, he

knew the Word – I knew there would be trouble with the homeboys on the yard. But I

did it anyway. And that first day after I went to the rec [sic] yard, I was ready for them

to ‘get it on’; but they didn’t do anything.26

If this dynamic is taking place within the prison, squelching and subverting
racially linked gang hostility, it’s probably something to which volunteers contrib-
ute, in one way or another; but it’s not something they constitute, nor always
benefit. This dynamic is also something the chaplain may help facilitate, but
often happens entirely apart from her if it is to have lasting value. It has to do
with an economy and a new order of things for a particular group of prisoners. If
it’s church qua church then it has to work right there within the unique prison
context, supernaturally constituted, subversive and fulfilling other formal and
informal governance structures already in place, displaying the divine action of
the Spirit to bring about liberating healing, new creation, new humanity.

This dynamic potentially yields something of the victim’s need for an experience
of justice27 insofar as the true target of the inmates’ vices are understood as not
ultimately against a neighbour (though they were), but rather against the one who
made the neighbour as well as the one convicted of perpetrating a crime. This very
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maker is the same one in whom ultimate justice was fully satisfied at the cross, with
whom the inmate has solidarity by virtue of union with Christ. And by a constant,
transformational gaze at the one crucified for sinners, participants in the life of the
church are supernaturally united to him in transformational ways. The Church, of
course, has always had the transformation of its members as part of its remit, again
and in the prisons, subversively fulfilling what the State is burdened with bringing
about through rehabilitation structures ad infinitum, but ultimately never can.28

So I’m arguing that within the space established by one of California’s most
problematic institutions is an underestimated, underrepresented and underutilized
actor: the church. It exists in this unique and fixed context in which volunteers (who
often do not know this context experientially) and chaplains (employees of the
State) either err to impose alternate structures or else simply lack the ability to
contextualize due to other real constraints. Christian theology, however, doesn’t
share these same impediments, since Jesus has already designated his location – the
location of his body – as incarcerate.

On this account, as much as it might seem to help the incarcerated church, the
nonincarcerated church has significant limitations. With their various forms of
homogenization (often eliciting the participation of ‘the insincere’), prison religions
express a tendency towards subtle if not implicit forms of the outmoded colonialist
model of missions. At best, they, as well as the chaplains, may play some sort of
surrogate parental role, but the community with whom they have solidarity must
be that properly localized one, uniquely gathered there, interracial, intergenera-
tional, transformational and incarcerated.

As a mode of education in the prisons, it makes sense for seminaries and theo-
logical colleges to provide education if they are willing, with no promises (place-
ment, employment etc.) beyond formal education. It’s true that various ‘gifted’
individuals may not function in the same as they do on the streets since gifts
may function in different ways in different settings. And yet, they may also function
in more fruitful ways while incarcerated than they would have done otherwise.
Perhaps some of our future Bible translators, textual critics and other scholars
are now and perhaps always will be incarcerated. Posing this question ought not
to minimize the responsibility of the nonincarcerated church to assimilate formerly
incarcerated members,29 but I suspect that the nonincarcerated church in
California, in spite of how hospitable Californians have been to others in their
history, also shares some culpability for the 70 per cent recidivism rate in the
Golden State. An officer with the Los Angeles Police Department once divulged,
‘I’ve arrested a lot of people, and I cannot tell you how many times sitting right
next to their crack pipe is a Bible.’30 Such is often the pull of the lifestyle of the
ex-inmate which requires something more than mere espousal to Christian doctrine
or a mere commitment to carrying around a Bible.

So for formal theological education within the church, while it may be helpful to
have resources from the nonincarcerated church, they should be freely given in
such a way where theological education may be provided freely for the prison
church. And in this way it may contribute not only to the understanding and
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functioning of the incarcerated church qua church, but may prompt the State to set
up structures allowing for the freedom not just of worship practices but also of the
informal governance structures that everyone knows exist in strong forms within
the prisons.

In the meantime, however, I’m proposing that within the significant context of
the California prison system lies an underground church. Not underground
because its members are persecuted (although they may be when they emerge),
but underground because it is largely made up of the marginalized in that particu-
lar society (and often unendingly when they move to different social settings), and
because they are not currently organized in such a way that causes them to exist as
a perceived rival to the established governing structures.

In this way, the church incarcerated in the most significant prison system in the
world is one of California’s sleeping giants – presently quite underestimated by
both the non-incarcerated church and by the other governance structures at work
in the prisons. It is an alternative way of living in the prisons vis-à-vis the current
structures at work, yielding further creative possibilities for the flourishing of one
particularly vulnerable community that currently exhibits a suppressed identity
which is otherwise part of the true identity of its members.

Things often move very quickly in the prisons through the well-defined networks
in place, especially in a system as robust as California’s, which in turn have a
significant bearing on matters elsewhere, both on the streets31 and in other incar-
cerated settings (locally, nationally etc.). But the incarcerated church will only
realize its true form in its current setting as its participants understand themselves
as a community – inter-racial, inter-dependent and bound – a community bound
together in love.
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