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“I love you, you love me, we’re all a part of God’s body,
Stand with me . . . I need you to survive.”

Andrea, a thirty-seven-year-old woman with compassionate eyes and 
smooth brown skin, stood on the chapel stage of the state correctional 
center singing these words, written by composer Hezekiah Walker. It 
was the second performance of an original play, Phenomenal Women: 
Our Past Does Not Reflect Our Future, created by nine incarcerated 
women. Andrea sang, looking into the eyes of her fellow inmates, who 
sat in the audience on wooden pews. She looked at them with deep love, 
offering the gift of herself.

“We’re all a part of God’s body . . .”

Our lives are entirely about relationships—not only relationships with 
other human beings, but with all creation. My breath moves in and out, 
in constant conversation with the air. I walk along with others, often by 
choice, and often not, feeling challenged and threatened by them, but 
also sharing love, reveling in shared joy, and working through anger. 
Through my work with women in prison, leading theatre and writing 
workshops for Still Point Theatre Collective, I’ve often witnessed the 
complexities of the relational labyrinth. I’ve listened to women speak 
of their despair at being separated from their children. I’ve watched 
liberating relationships grow and prosper in an environment that is 
anti-liberation. In the prison environment, jailers and the jailed walk 
along with each other. They are thrust into relationships that are not of 
their choosing, and yet, surprisingly, growth and compassion not only 
survive, but often rise up and flourish.
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Years ago, a group of women at the state correctional center stunned 
me with their compassion. They inspired me with their loving response 
to tragedy.

“We really experienced a lot of unity here,” Lana’s voice moved 
across the phone lines. Lana was my administrative contact at 
the state correctional center in central Illinois where I taught a 
weekly theatre and writing workshop. They experienced unity. 
She was referring to the officers, staff, and inmates of the facility.

I thought back to the previous Monday. Nine of us sat in the 
solarium, a room with windows all around and red stone tiles on 
the floor. We could hear the echoing voices of the women in the 
housing unit next door. Their shouts and laughter penetrated the 
windows and reverberated off the walls. In the adjoining hallway, 
a copy machine hummed and slapped. We were doing our usual 
“check in” at the beginning of class, going around the circle and 
listening to each woman, to find out who was sad, who was feeling 
good, or who had just had a visit from a friend or relative.

We came to one of the last women in the circle, Lee, a tall, 
lithe woman with kind eyes and mocha skin. She looked aghast 
at the group and said, “I can’t believe no one has mentioned the 
tragedy. An officer was killed last Thursday.”

I caught my breath. The first thing I thought of was prison 
violence, but she continued, “He was leaving work on his 
motorcycle last Thursday night, and some woman hit him on 
the highway—right in front of the prison.”

Monique shook her head,
“Yeah, and he had a wife and three babies at home.”
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A quiet filled the solarium.
“He was never that friendly to me,” Lee continued, “but that 

morning, the morning of the day he died, he was messin’ with 
me. He was jokin’ around with me, for the first time. And then, 
just a few hours later, he was dead.”

“We know they had a memorial,” Rosie offered, “and we really 
wanted his family to know how sorry we were.”

Lee added, “Some women were bein’ nasty about it, but we 
told them to shut it.”

The ten of us sat in the quiet, the air pulled taut as we honored 
the memory of the officer with our unbidden, spontaneous 
silence. Only the shouts of the women in the adjoining unit sliced 
through the air.

As I walked back to the gate house after class, I contemplated 
the grief that was shared and prayed for the family of the officer. 
I marveled, with humility and awe, at this group of incarcerated 
women, deeply mourning the loss of one of their jailers.

Holy One, guide us as we walk along with each other, and all of 
creation. Offer us a salve for our anger and grief, and a safe place 
for our liberating love.
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