Marin’s Parish Behind Bars

By Jack Smith, Catholic San Fransicso
Jesuit Father Stephen Barber was appointed in November 2004 as chaplain to the largest “parish” in Marin County. It is also one of the most active with an RCIA program, School of Pastoral Leadership classes, Scripture Study group, Basic Teachings of the Church class, First Friday Devotion, First Saturday Devotion in Spanish, a regularly scheduled Rosary, monthly Taize prayer, centering prayer group, a twice yearly Cursillo type retreat and a monthly film club. There is also an active parish council, with facilities, evening programs and worship committees. 

“It’s what you would typically encounter in any parish,” Fr. Barber said. Except that, his 5,967 parishioners are all men, they never leave the parish grounds, and 560 of them live in a separate “mission” condemned to death. 

Fr. Barber recently shared his thoughts with Catholic San Francisco on being the full-time Catholic Chaplain at San Quentin State Prison. 

Father Barber was born in 1956 — the second of three boys to Dolores and Adlai Barber, parishioners of Mission Dolores in San Francisco. The Barbers moved to Rancho Cordova, near Sacramento, and Stephen attended his parish school of St. John Vianney and later Jesuit High School. 

For Stephen and older brother Michael exposure to the Jesuits would be an important force in their future lives and choices. Michael went on as a Jesuit to study at Gonzaga University in Spokane and is now professor and Director of Spiritual Life at Saint Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park. 

While Stephen always had in the back of his mind that "somehow the Jesuits would figure into" his career choices, he decided to wait until he had some life experiences in the "real world" before "discerning it." He graduated with a degree in communications from Loyola Marymount and worked as artistic director of a theater company in Los Angeles. “The creativity and the human interconnectedness of being part of an artistic work that is community based has always appealed to me,” he said. Eventually, he was drawn to “a parallel calling being part of a corporate effort like the Society in the Church,” he said. 

Stephen grew up “knowing the priesthood would be a valuable way to live.” Fitting that conviction with his experiences at Jesuit High and LMU and keeping in touch with many Jesuit mentors led him to enter the Society in 1989. He admired in the Jesuits "the basic impulse to find God in the world and use dimensions of faith in the pursuit of justice that are tangible and visible," he said. “To be immersed in the world and to be caught up in the questions of the day – that has a real fascination for me.”

Barber spent two years as a novice at Montecito, near Santa Barbara, and then studied philosophy at Gonzaga, followed by two years of teaching at Brophy Prep. in Phoenix. After teaching, his formation continued with studies at the Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley (JSTB). 

How did you first get involved with San Quentin? 

There is a long tradition of students at JSTB helping out at San Quentin . . . everything from singing in the choir to teaching scripture to working in Alcoholics Anonymous and the various programs run through the Catholic Chapel. I began coming over Sunday mornings for Mass and then teaching a class on scripture. After ordination as a deacon, that expanded to preaching and continuing with cell ministry. Then I spent my first Summer of priesthood (1998) at San Quentin as a full-time volunteer. 

What happened after Summer? 

My first mission was as an administrator at Loyola High School in Los Angeles. I kept my foot in the door at San Quentin every Summer though, as a really healthy and fruitful balancing agent to work with High School kids and to come up here during the Summers and vacation to keep up the vocabulary of experience with the incarcerated. Probably, in the back of my mind always knowing that the door might open some day for that job. 

Why the continuing appeal of San Quentin? 

The life of a high school is fast paced and obviously centered on the students and their welfare. Many Jesuits try to do something different during the Summer. For me it was staying connected with the men at San Quentin who I met before ordination and wanting to stay part of their lives and keep them in mind. 

I learned how to hear confessions walking the tiers of San Quentin. It was a unique and valuable way to learn how to do that - and to know the grace of reconciliation in a place like that is extraordinary. 

I wouldn’t have had that in a parish. Being trained at San Quentin as a deacon and a priest – I thought this is really where God is calling me. 

What’s a regular day? 

I work five days a week as a regular employee of the Department of Corrections. The first thing is to continue the very strong program I inherited from (former chaplain) Father Denis McManus and Deacon George Salinger, and to maintain the day to day workings of Our Lady of the Rosary chapel and night programs. 

My priority is to go to Death Row and visit the men in those blocks because their housing is segregated and they don’t have the opportunity for cell ministry except the Catholic Chaplain or the Protestant Chaplain or other official people. In a typical housing unit, a number of volunteers have access. A different person might visit each day in regular housing, but not on Death Row. 

Is there Mass on Death Row? 

There is Mass about twice a week on Death Row. It’s similar to being pastor of a parish and then having a mission within that parish which is a unique population. 

For Mass there are two adjoining cages. I’m encaged in one which is about the size of a phone booth, and the men who come in are in another caged area with about four or five pews that can accommodate ten to fifteen people. Mass is once a week, organized by exercise yards and once a month for those in administrative segregation. Mass is at exercise time, and the rotation of yards means you can exercise or go to Mass knowing that you’re not going to get to Mass for a few weeks. 

What does “cell ministry” involve? 

It is first of all trying to humanize what for many can be a very dehumanizing situation. The contact of a human being from the outside to a man who is incarcerated is a link with a human reality outside those walls. At its core, that’s the most important thing. If it then moves to a common experience of faith, conversation of a spiritual nature, conversation about a legal situation, conversation about the 49ers, whatever . . . It typically includes prayer, but not always. But for me, it’s about finding out where the man is living that day and trying to meet him there. And I do not exclude non-Catholics. I see anyone who wants to see me. 

Do prisoners settle into a routine, an acceptance, or is there desperation? 

There is desperation there in abundance. There is desperation around their legal situation – say someone is appealing their sentence of death. There is desperation when someone loses a family member and finds out about it – It is regularly the job of the chaplain to bring that news. There is a kind of ongoing ontological desperation of a life sentence without possibility of parole and the eternal adjustment to the new way of life behind those walls. 

And yet, there is often that one encounters God’s Grace freely distributing a sense of freedom within the existential, which is to say, men feel called to relationship, men feel called to prayer, to investigate their spirit and to give expression to that. So one always has to leave open the possibility that God can freely work in what we might otherwise assume is desperation. 

Does that happen enough to make your job fulfilling? 

Often enough to make it worthwhile. It is worthwhile in and of itself – to call others to that place and to say this is a good place to encounter God. 

Catholic San Francisco recently ran a story on the School of Pastoral Leadership program at San Quentin. What are the graduates of that program doing? 

One of my first goals was to use the creativity of that group and invite them to form a pastoral council. So those ten men and myself have formed a pastoral council that really does function as a parish council on the outside. I’ve encouraged them to a sense of responsibility to the community of faith that we share together. So we have conversation around our worship, around our evening programs – issues that come up that any community of faith would have. As I look to the future, I hope that this model will help to address the faith and the needs of the men so that it’s not just a function of the chaplain or the institution – but rather, that they see themselves in a way a parish in the free world sees themselves. 

Is there any religious cooperation or tension at San Quentin? 

As a chaplain at San Quentin, I’m part of a team of five chaplains who are employed by the community resources department. There is a full-time Catholic chaplain, a full-time Protestant chaplain and part-time Jewish, Muslim and Native American chaplains. 

Taize is the most popular event of the month and it’s attended by men of all denominations. 

Twice a year there is a Kairos retreat (based on the Cursillo movement) which is sponsored jointly by the Catholic and Protestant communities. 

We have, what I think, is the only worship space perhaps, where Muslims and Jews share the same prayer space . . . It’s a lesson for people in the free world. 

How does this job, commuting to and from prison, affect you? 

There is very little traffic going in and out of San Quentin, so the traffic that is going in and out is really of a privileged nature . . . Working there is certainly, in its most immediate sense, a response to Jesus in the Gospel, “When I was in prison you came to visit me.”

I’m still finding out what it is about the work and myself which are suitable. I think I have an innate sense to stand with people who are suffering – certainly, the men on Death Row and the men serving life sentences know what that is – and to pray with them. 

We often think of the works of mercy, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, etc., as mandatory, whether we do them or not. But visiting the imprisoned is viewed by many as optional or exceptional. Why is that? 

It’s probably the circumstance that our prisons have become. They’ve become fortresses, where due to the volume of people, it’s less and less likely that the average Christian considers the possibility of entrance . . . I owe mine to being a Jesuit. 

I commend the archdiocese for maintaining such a strong public and pastoral profile with San Quentin. More than most other prisons, the door to San Quentin is open. There are literally dozens and dozens of parishioners from throughout the archdiocese who regularly visit. If this article opens anyone’s eyes to the possibility of going, they should do that. 

How would someone consider visiting? 

The simplest way is to re-imagine the faith community at San Quentin as a parish and say, “I’m going to San Quentin to pray with the men on a Sunday morning, and see what it is that God is accomplishing there.” When people call and ask how they can help that’s often my first response – Come to Sunday morning liturgy. 

It helps to have a little knowledge of how you got to the place of wanting to visit when you call, beyond curiosity – you’ve prayed about it, you know of a fellow parishioner who has gone, and so on. 

I can’t say enough about the value to the men that the commitment, no matter how large or small in terms of time, remain constant. It is a huge part of their faith life, that people regularly come in and are present. 

Why does Christ ask us to visit the imprisoned? 

So that those who are incarcerated are not forgotten . . . The simple fact of their humanity is enough to see in them, Christ. 

Do you have a good relationship with prison administration? 

Yes I do, and I would be remiss if I didn’t include past Warden Jeanne Woodford’s (Ms. Woodford is now the Governor’s Secretary for the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation) voice in the voices of many who desire a stronger sense of community. It was one of the most important dimensions of the work that she highlighted to me when I interviewed for the position. 

Her sense is that the chaplains have a real opportunity to enhance the larger sense of community at San Quentin, not merely by attending to the life of the men who are incarcerated, but also to the custodial staff and the administrative staff – To be available. Again, in that sense of humanizing a place that can be inhuman. 

Many people assume the Warden’s job is to keep the walls up and the prisoners in. It’s more than that? 

I think the Warden makes that abundantly clear . . . A prison that large, like a ship at Sea, can hit some rough waters. The more you call forth basic human goodness and decency in that environment, wherever you encounter it, the better it is for everybody and the more peaceful it is, and that’s in everybody’s best interest. 

Is there anything you would like to add? 

Certainly, I’m grateful for the support and advocacy of Archbishop Levada and Bishop Wester in the hiring process, which was not easy, with the State of California being subject to the budget crisis. I appreciate very much their advocacy and patience and hard work in maintaining the position of Catholic Chaplain at San Quentin. 

If you would like to visit the imprisoned or volunteer in prison ministry at San Quentin or any of the detention facilities within the archdiocese, please contact the office of Public Policy & Social Concerns  at www.sflifeandjustice.org/all.

