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Justice and Mercy Behind Bars

OW ARE YOU? DO YOU NEED ANYTHING TODAY?
I’ be back to see you next week.” That was the
i last thing I remember until I saw the very wor-
ried 1001{ of the corrections officer who was standing next
to me at the inmate’s door. I had asked him to open the cell
door so I could speak to the mlddle aged ]ew1sh man Ive
been seeing since his ar- [ '
rest almost a year ago. The
man was not agitated at all.
His uppercut punch, which
broke my nose, bruised my
mouth and resulted in ex-
tensive swelling of my lips,
came literally out of no-
where.

Before 1 went to the
hospital the three biggest
concerns I had were how
my husband of forty-eight
years would react, whether
the inmate would be safe

from the anger of staff and
other inmates, and whether I should press charges. When the
question of pressing charges was raised by the deputy war-
den, I first said I would not do so. She told me I really had to
and to think about it while I was at the hospital. After think-
ing a lot about it and talking to people 1 really respect who
know me and know prisons and jails, I decided to go through
the legal process. Why? This short reflection is my response.

Puvrvis Tavvor is a chaplain in the Philadelphia Pris-
on System. In that capacity she is the chaplain for the seriously
ill, those with complicated grief issues, the Jewish population
(as well as some of the other sinaller religios groups) and the
person responsible for religious diets. She is also a chaplain for
staff. Phyllis is involved in promoting palliative and hospice
care in the Pennsylvania Depariment of Corrections as well as

other correctional systems. She is a longtime board member of

the Jewish Peace Fellowship.
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I believe in the concept of Restorative Justice. In Howard
Zehr’s The Little Book of Restorative Justice, he defines it as
“a process to involve, to the extent possible, those who have
a stake in a specific offense and to collectively identify and
address harms, needs, and obligations, in order to heal and

put things as right as posmble Zehr goes on to state that v

storative justice pmgzame
aim to: put decisions into
the hands of those most af-
fected by crime; make jus-
tice more healing and, ide-
ally, more transformative,
and reduce the likelihood
of future offenses.”

Although many people
who end up behind bars
have some form of mental
illness, that does not mean
their actions have no con-
sequences. This is true of
the man who attacked me.
He is a fifty-three-year-old
Russian Jewish man. In the past, he has been charged with
harassment and, I found out after the attack, aggravated as-
saults. [ am not aware that he hears voices, but he clearly has
trouble with impulse control. As many people have told me,
if he can hurt me, who serves as his advocate, he can hurt
others — especially if he is not punished. Many people, both
staff and inmates alike, argue that pressing charges helps
them because it protects them.

One result of the attack has been a closer sense of soli-
darity with correctional officers. Though I went through the
prison system’s training academy as a chaplain and have been
available to staff as well as inmates, I now know more inti-
mately what prison officers face every day. They are locked in
with inmates whereas I go in and out of cell blocks as I make
my rounds o see various men and women throughout the
Philadelphia Prison System. If there is a disturbance I know
to get out of the way; but they have to go in and quell the
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