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Theological Libraries in Prison

by Jennifer Woodruff Tait

For over 200 years, American prisons have operated library programs — sometimes even programs planned and resourced
by clergy.! The challenges of providing resources to the incarcerated are well documented, and today the American
Library Association maintains a number of resources for those in charge of a prison library.? As the ALA notes, quoting

Thurgood Marshall:

When the prison gates slam behind an inmate, he does not lose his human quality; his mind does not become
closed to ideas; his intellect does not cease to feed on a free and open interchange of opinions; his yearning for
self-respect does not end; nor is his quest for self-realization concluded. If anything, the needs for identity and
self-respect are more compelling in the dehumanizing prison environment.?

While the most famous prison library known to popular culture is probably the one inmate Andy Dufresne maintains
in “The Shawshank Redemption,” in reality many prison libraries are run by non-inmates, though they may employ and
train incarcerated people as assistants.

More and more colleges and seminaries are beginning theological programs in correctional institutions.’ These programs
may range from one or two courses to entire programs which grant bachelor’s or master’s degrees in religion. Like any
curricular offerings, they need to be resourced, and theological institutions have various means of approaching the
particular challenges of providing resources for their incarcerated students. We've begun a conversation here by speaking
to several librarians who are working with prison programs in religion. We hope that the conversation continues and that
we'll have more reflections to share in future issues.
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