Reflections on my Career in Corrections
My name is Peter Guenther. I worked in the field of corrections for 39 years before retiring eight years ago. I worked with young offenders, adult offenders in the provincial corrections and for the last ten years I was employed by the Correctional Service of Canada. For most of the last 21 years I was in charge of a correctional institution; first at the Saskatoon Correctional Centre and then Warden of Saskatchewan Penitentiary in Prince Albert and finally as Executive Director of the Regional Psychiatric Centre in Saskatoon.
At various times in my career I wrestled with the question of what it means to be a faithful Christian working in a justice system that is based on punishment and retribution rather than restorative justice. 
I recall attending a workshop, sponsored by MCC Canada, where the featured speaker was a Mennonite theologian. He was my seat mate as we traveled by bus from Winnipeg to Camp Assiniboia and I put this question to him. His response was “it depends”. It depends on your role and the latitude you have in your role. 
One of the portions of scripture at this workshop was Micah 6: 1-8. Cory Neudorf referenced this same portion of scripture last week. Specifically verse 8 says: “He has showed you O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (RSV) I believed, and still believe, that it was possible for me to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with God, as I did my work. I believe I made a difference in the lives of offenders and in the overall protection of society.
As Executive Director of the Regional Psychiatric Centre I witnessed the lives of offenders change in a positive way. The evidence based interventions provided at this facility gave offenders the skills to deal with their offending behavior and gave them hope for a better future.  Many offenders received mental health intervention and were given tools and support to learn and practice managing their illness. This facility also provided intensive intervention for high risk offenders including sex offenders. Some of these offenders now receive support and guidance from CoSA volunteers to prevent further harmful behaviors.
My role in this was to provide clear direction and firm leadership to ensure we implemented the mandate we had been given. At the same time it was my role to provide support and encouragement to the staff and managers who worked in this very challenging environment.

Indigenous men and women are over represented in all correctional facilities in the prairies. This was certainly the case at Saskatchewan Penitentiary in Prince Albert. Many of these offenders were victims of violence before they themselves committed violent offences. Some were residential school survivors and others had experienced intergenerational trauma because of their family’s experiences at residential schools. (A very informative read in this regard is Stolen Life, the Journey of a Cree Woman co-authored by Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne Johnson).

 I was fortunate to work with a group of wise and committed Indigenous elders who worked alongside other professionals to assist and support offenders. They gave hope and inspiration to offenders as they discovered or rediscovered their spiritual beliefs, cultural practices and ceremonies. They helped offenders confront the harm they had caused and guided them on their healing journey.
The elders used a holistic approach to healing and saw the importance of involving family and the community in the healing process and in decision making. Typically decisions about an offender were made in a board room setting. In some cases we used a different approach that was more in keeping Indigenous ways of doing things and making decisions. Let me give you one example: The elders had been working with an offender in the medium security part of Saskatchewan Penitentiary for some time. This offender had been convicted of some very serious violent offences which had harmed individuals in his home community and caused much pain and anguish to his wife. He had participated in all of the programs that had been recommended for him to address his offending behavior. He had also worked with the elders on a one on one basis and with groups of other inmates. This included individual counselling and ceremonies such as the sweat lodge. The offender was requesting a transfer to the adjacent minimum security facility as the next step in his reintegration to society. The elders asked if I would be willing use a talking circle as a way to arrive at this decision recognizing the final decision would be mine, as required by law and policy. They had invited a community elder from the offender’s home community and his wife, from whom he had been estranged after the offences occurred and who was now willing to support him in his healing journey. After consulting with all of the staff involved I agreed to this. We began with a smudging ceremony and a prayer. We then went around the circle listening and talking until everyone had said what they wanted say. It was then up to me enunciate the decision which emerged as I listened.
I do not know if the elders at Saskatchewan Penitentiary were familiar with Micah 6 verse 8 but I do know for certain that they did justice, loved kindness and walked humbly with God.   
There are a number of things we as individual Christians and as church can do. Many of you are already involved in this work as leaders, clinicians, educators, and volunteers. Some have assisted offenders in their reintegration by hiring offenders living in halfway houses.
We need to advocate for better and earlier access to mental health and addictions services so that people do not need to go to prison to access these services. We need to advocate for improved educational opportunities for the most vulnerable children in our society. We need to as individuals and as a larger church continue with the process of reconciliation with our indigenous neighbours. We can also practice greater tolerance for deviant behaviour. Not all deviant behaviour needs to result in a prison sentence. Saskatchewan has one of the highest, if not the highest, incarceration rate in Canada.
As individuals we can be volunteers in such programs as Person to Person or as a member of a Circle of Support and Accountability. I can say with confidence that the Person to Person Program at Saskatchewan Penitentiary made a very major difference in the lives of the inmates at that institution and in some cases these friendships continued after the offender was released from custody.
To highlight the importance of our involvement with offenders I will conclude with another story from Saskatchewan Penitentiary. The Indigenous elder who worked primarily with offenders in the maximum security unit of Saskatchewan Penitentiary invited me to attend a ceremony in that unit. The ceremony was to conclude with a feast of bison stew and bannock. How could I say no? After the feast, most of the offenders who had been part of it left and one young man approached me. He began with asking, “So Mr. Guenther how are things at Shekinah?” I responded with a puzzled look and he began to smile and said you don’t remember me being your boss at Shekinah when the timber lodge was being built? I remembered then that he had been one of the offenders from the minimum security Urban Camp, connected with the Saskatoon Correctional Centre, who volunteered at Shekinah. The only work program at the camp was volunteer work in the surrounding community and the manager had heard about Shekinah looking for volunteers but because of the distance they were not able to transport volunteers to and from Shekinah on a daily basis. To solve this problem Shekinah asked for volunteers from various churches to provide transportation. Some of the volunteers including Jac Nickel came from NPMC. The offender’s reference to being my boss came from him having volunteered at Shekinah before I did and that on my first day as a volunteer he joked that he would need to tell me what to do! 
The really important part of this story is what he said next. He said his experiences at Shekinah are the best memories of his life! He said Shekinah is a beautiful place to be, I was helping build something beautiful and most importantly the people who drove us and all the people at Shekinah did not judge us, did not treat us differently because we were inmates. They asked us to join them for coffee breaks and invited us to have lunch with them and the lunches were so good! They treated us like regular human beings not as inmates.
This stories illustrates the importance of small acts of kindness and hospitality and their impact on persons who feel marginalized. 
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