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By Jill Stemple (stemple.jill@gmail.com) 

Visiting Day 

I tried to check in at 7:50am.  I was told, very shortly, it wasn’t 8:00 yet.  I was trying hard to just 

stay awake, I worked last night, and I wanted them to get a move on, but I didn’t think it would really be 

to my benefit to point out to the guard when 8:00 had come and gone.  8:20am they were ready for me- 

metal detector, wand, id check, hand stamped, signed my name, three locked steel doors, and I’m in to 

the visiting room.  I didn’t know what to expect.  I thought maybe the glass booths with the telephones 

I’ve seen on Law and Order, but the visiting room really just looks like a public school cafeteria.  There 

are dyads and triads of chairs scattered around the room, but you can’t just take a seat.  A guard tells 

me I’m assigned to the pair by the door.  Then she tells me have to sit on the right, in the red chair, the 

yellow chair on the left is for the inmate.  Then another guard tells me the first guard was wrong, I’m in 

the wrong dyad entirely, I have to move over one.  I checked to make sure it was still the red chair on 

the right; I’m too tired for anymore early morning musical chairs.  About 8:30am April is finally brought 

down and visiting commences.    

It’s right there in the text, it’s not even a matter of interpretation, but I’ve missed it.  Not once, but 

dozens, maybe even hundreds of times.  After all, the mission statement for my employer of two years 

comes straight out of this verse and it was on my business card from the employer before that.  I’ve 

called it my favorite scripture.  But over and over again I’ve totally missed it.  Matthew 25:31- 36 When 

the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 

32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a 

shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the 

goats at the left. 34Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are blessed by my 

Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and 

you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in 

prison and you visited me.” 
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For most of my life I’ve thought of this as a sort of how-to-be-a-decent-person list, how to be the 

type of godly person who will get to sit on the right side of the divide.  I don’t think that I’m alone in that.  

Like I said, it’s the mission statement of the homeless shelter I work at, a starting point for how we as 

an organization can be good and caring neighbors to the homeless.  And all of those things are good 

things to do, even things that God commands us to do other places in scripture.  But, that’s not actually 

what Matthew 25:31-36 says.  At all.  It’s not a laundry list of how to do good things and be a good 

enough person to earn a nice nickname from the Son of Man and get a blessing.  But it took a visit to 

prison for me to finally get that.  You know, doing what the verse actually says.  Duh, Jill, way to take 25 

years to figure out how to read simple instructions.   

I was nervous about visiting the prison.  I’ve taken a class at a minimum security prison, but this 

was visiting someone in administrative segregation (solitary confinement) at a medium/maximum 

security prison.  It seemed a lot more intimidating, some because of the prison, but at least as much 

from the idea of just sitting and talking to someone I’ve only met in person twice before for two hours.  

I’m not exactly known as a conversationalist.  That’s an understatement; I’m pretty much a functional 

mute.  But my worries were misplaced, it was good and easy conversation, though nothing particularly 

interesting.  We chatted about my rather mundane life.  April talked about her daughters and her son 

and the books she’s been reading.  She educated me on the prison a bit, what the different color prison 

uniforms stand for: fecal brown for new inmates, tan for med/max security, toothpaste green for 

minimum security, pale day-glow yellow for safekeepers1.  It’s impressive that the prison managed to 

find four colors that ugly.  We talked about ridiculous prison regulations- blank stationary cards are a 

security risk, write a single word in pencil and they magically aren’t contraband.   

It genuinely surprised me how easy it was for me to have a two hour visit with nothing to do but 

talk.  Out in the real world it is so difficult for me to hold a conversation that I consider it a success if I 

                                                           
1
 I’m not entirely clear on the meaning of a Safekeeper.  From what April told me it classifies a number of types of people 

who may need more supervision including pregnant inmates and those with physical or mental health conditions.   
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make it through 15 minutes of the social time after church without escaping downstairs to the bathroom 

in a near panic attack.  What’s so different behind three locked steel doors and a barbed wire fence?  

Basically, I wasn’t afraid.  That probably seems, like, completely backwards. I’m guessing many people 

would find visiting an inmate in solitary confine in a maximum security prison somewhat scary.  But I’m 

tough in a lot of ways.  I do a lot of things that contribute to my grandmother’s prayer life.  I travelled in 

the Middle East alone as a twenty year old single woman.  I lived in a roach and snake infested slum 

apartment for a year, where gunshots in the parking lot were common enough that I stopped bothering 

to call the police to report them.  I work night shift with severely mentally ill homeless people.  And 

sometimes I visit maximum security prisons.  But I am far from fearless.  I’m afraid of talking to people.  

I’m afraid of people finding out how often I doubt that God loves me and judging my weak faith.  I’m 

terrified of people finding out that I’ve struggled with severe mental illness for more than half my life and 

leaving me.  I’ll take roaches and snakes any day over rejection.   

There was no reason to worry about any of that with April.  We’ve been writing twice a week for 

three months now.  I know a lot about her, she knows a lot about me.  She knows I have bipolar 

disorder.  She knows that I have a lot of trouble believing that God still loves me.  She’s read my 

spiritual autobiography, including the parts where I detail the most horrible things I’ve ever done to my 

best friend and a fair number of other rather terrible things.  She knows all of the things I have to be 

ashamed of, all the things I think would scare someone off.  And she doesn’t care, she’s just happy to 

see me.  You know, like Jesus. 

I know how much I appreciated visits when I was in the hospital for just a few days.  It meant the 

world to me.  Visiting the sick and imprisoned is a good thing to do.  That’s just not the point.  If all we’re 

focused on doing good things and being a good enough person to earn a blessing, we’re always going 

to come up short, at least I know I am.  I’ve tried it.  In my job I’ve very literally fed the hungry, gave 

water to the thirsty, clothed the cold (no one has shown up naked yet), and cared for the sick.  I haven’t 

just washed nice clean church feet on Maundy Thursday; I’ve put ointment on smelly homeless feet 
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covered in diabetic sores.  None of it was enough to pay back the debt of grace I owe, let alone earn 

any blessing, because you can’t earn it.  I’ve been doing all the things Matthew suggests we should be 

doing and still managing to do it all wrong.  Even if in a fairly noble way, I’ve been trying to be God who 

serves the homeless instead of being grateful for seeing God everyday in the homeless.  Instead what 

I’ve seen in the brokenness of the homeless person or the prisoner or in my own mental illness is just 

problems to be solved, but problems that don’t get solved nearly enough or nearly as fast as I think they 

should be.  Unsolved problems and sadness and grief that make me think that God has just given up 

on this disaster zone of a world and left the building.  

But of course, God has not left the building, God is right there in front of me, happy to have a 

visitor.  I’m just really slow to notice.  And the brokenness isn’t just a problem to be solved, though I 

would still very much like to see at least some of it solved.  The brokenness is the very reason that April 

and I have the gift of our friendship and an easy, enjoyable visit.  Lord knows I’ve got far too much 

brokenness to judge her for being in prison, as far as I’m concerned we’re much more alike than we are 

different and I really don’t think it would take all that much for me to be in the yellow chair instead of the 

red.  But it’s brokenness that I generally hide at all costs, even if it means I just have to hide my whole 

self away, alone in my house so that no one can possibly see how much I’ve failed to be the good, 

godly person that I wanted to be.  April doesn’t have the luxury of such vanity.  Like Christ on the cross, 

April’s brokenness is involuntarily on display to everyone who sees her in an ugly, ill fitting tan prison 

dress and shackled wrists or finds her labeled a habitual felon on the publically viewable DOC website.  

And just like God transformed a roman torture device into something beautiful enough to string around 

our necks and decorate our altars, April reminded me this morning that God was going to transform her 

pain into something extraordinary.  I wonder if she knows that God is already starting.  I’ll have to write 

and tell her about it.     


