Working with Inmates

By Gunaratna Sarika

| was invited to give two talks at Harvard to people that volunteer in prisons.
Knowing that inmates know better than | what effect volunteers do, | asked
Gunaratna, “ What do you think is important for people who work with inmates to
know? What do they need to understand? To do or not to do?” The following is his
response.

Hmmm...An interesting thought. 1’1l describe it in writing as best as | can, | think that
compassionate people who choose to do prison work should truly believe that we inmates
are no different than they are. After all, suffering is suffering; we all experience it
whether we' re incarcerated or not.

| have found that a few volunteers come off as condescending, as if they didn’t
have problems and must save the “poor wretched prisoners’ from their hellish existence.
This is the wrong mind set because it puts more obstacles in the path of trust. Instead,
they should see us as we are, just like people on the outside. If they can get beyond
judgmental attitudes about the crimes we committed, they’ll see there really is no
difference between us. Those who volunteer to lead meditation or Buddhist groups
should know that some of us in here are very serious spiritual seekers. Some inmates
have been practicing for years, even decades. Finaly, | suggest that they assume nothing
and come in with afresh and open mind.

| hope thiswill help you in your future talks with those who work with prisoners.
It seems like so many who do this work—as kind as they may be—put out that it's more
about them and what they are doing for the “poor misguided prisoners’ than any red
Dharma practice. | do not mean to sound harsh or unappreciative. For some of us, thisis
the only chance we have for aqualified formal Dharma practice.



