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Prison education is one of the areas of my work as founding director of the 
Chester Ronning Centre for the Study of Religion and Public Life at the University of 
Alberta beginning in 2004. My initial work was with the Canadian citizen, Mr. Omar 
Khadr, who was taken to Afghanistan by his father when he was thirteen years old and 
captured in a firefight by the United States military when he was fifteen. He was 
transferred to the American prison for those judged terrorists, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
and finally returned to Canada after a decade to continue his sentence in a maximum-
security prison under Correctional Services Canada (CSC). Along with several colleagues 
from The King’s University I taught him beginning in Guantanamo Bay and continuing 
during his incarceration in Canada. Following Omar Khadr’s release and given the 
interest expressed by other prison inmates, we developed the Post-Secondary Prison 
Education Foundation and initiated The Ephesus Project to continue our work with a 
variety of prisoners. My focus has been working with those charged under the Canadian 
terrorism law and with several sentenced as “Dangerous Offenders” with no right of 
parole. I developed and offer independent study courses certified for credit through The 
King’s University. I initially teach a course titled “On Being Human” to those who 
express an interest in university studies. It consists of a series of philosophical, 
theological, and literary texts exploring the great human questions and gives me an 
opportunity to assess their academic interest and level of skill. A second course, “The 
School of Joseph: Prison Meditations,” consists of various books written while in prison 
that have made an outstanding contribution to literary, philosophical, and theological 
thinking. These courses are done in a deeply personal way, as Corrections Canada only 
allows us to meet one-on-one with students in maximum-security prisons. The readings, 
in-depth conversations, and thinking with each of these men explores some of the finest 
texts on the meaning and purpose of life central to our various cultures and religious 
traditions (Christian and Muslim).  Key texts that address the shape and purpose of our 
common civil life round out the syllabus. Both religious depth and civil responsibility are 
central to our exploration. Each of the men I have worked with turned prison into “the 

1 Several presentations at the International Congress on Religious – Spiritual Counselling and 

Care, November 22-14, held in Istanbul mentioned the use of the term “The School of 

Joseph”. Inmates incarcerated under Turkish terrorism laws suggesting that they, like the 

Prophet Joseph, were unjustly imprisoned. Their destructive actions against the state, 

however, is an act of death-dealing precisely the opposite of the actions of the Prophet 

Joseph, who as the biblical and Quranic narrative illustrates sought to pull life from death 

and sow empathy instead of enmity.     
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school of Joseph.” They have engaged the rich teachings of our religious traditions and 
worked through the limited ideological notions of religion and faith that, in some cases, 
contributed to their actions leading to prison. Our study of texts associated with an 
understanding of the civil life has been important in restoring their sense of belonging. 
Sharing this experience with them underscores the thesis of this paper: that an 
opportunity to engage the finest thinking and writing on questions of meaning and on the 
gifts of civil life is transformative.2  

A Dual Failure
The incarcerated men I have been privileged to teach over the last few years, 

whether those arrested under Canada’s terrorism laws or those judged Dangers Offenders, 
have experienced a duel failure. Their religious formation was without the depth needed 
in modern society and their understanding of the gifts of our civil life—its genius and its 
limitations—was never taught to them. This became vivid to me in my initial engagement 
with Mr. Omar Khadr. He was born and raised in Toronto. His parents had immigrated to 
Canada from Egypt and Palestine. They became citizens of Canada, attended university, 
married, and raised their children in a devout household with daily prayer, fasting, 
charity, and a vigorous understanding of the moral duties prescribed by Islam. During the 
period when the Soviet Union occupied Afghanistan Omar’s father became deeply 
concerned with the growing number of orphans resulting from the war, the lack of 
education available to girls, and the limited availability of medical treatment. He engaged 
in fundraising in Canada and elsewhere to establish institutions for orphans, schools, and 
medical facilities. Not long after the Soviet forces left Afghanistan and following the 
events of 9/11 the forces of the United States of America invaded the country and the 
military occupation of the country continued. The Khadr family moved to Pakistan and 
Afghanistan when Omar was thirteen years old. Two years later, and following his 
father’s death (according to the family account at the hands of the Pakistan secret 
service), Omar was taken to a “safe house” where he was used to translate videos into 
English for use in recruiting militants to fight the Americans. Details on Omar Khadr’s 
capture near Bagram in July 2002 and transfer to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and the roll of 
the Canada government are well known. He was finally transferred from Guantanamo to 
the Edmonton Institution, a maximum-security prison, on May 28, 2013 (Zinck, 2013; 
Shepherd, 2008).

My teaching Omar Khadr at the Edmonton Institution largely focused on Islam, 
what constitutes the civil life in Canada, and the place of religion and its engagement 
with the public sphere. During several of these conversations Omar reflected on his 
childhood, always speaking with love and respect for his parents. He talked about 
growing up in a home where the disciplines of Islam shaped daily life and how one lived. 
He spoke of his regard for each discipline and how they became part of his life through 
osmosis. The family did not read books on Islam or the life of the Prophet; the Qur’an 

2 I have had discussions with several social scientists that have taught in prisons. Their 

approach, informed by critical theory, assumes that virtually all inmates are there because of 

failures in the society and that learning of these social failures will be liberating. In stark 

contrast, our approach has been has been based on the gifts of culture, not the failure of 

society. 
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was engaged devotionally, but was not the focus of family conversation. It was an 
innocent religious formation and rarely was there any discussion of the faith. Only when 
he was transferred to Guantanamo did he begin to explore Islam, study its tradition, and 
discuss the faith with others incarcerated there. Some of those incarcerated cared little for 
the faith: they had been caught up in the circumstances of the war. Others held to one or 
another perspective on what the faith requires of the faithful, and these varying 
perspectives often disagreed. Surrounded by these varying perspectives Omar began to 
see the importance of working to understand the faith and consider the variety of ways 
Islam shaped both the understanding and decisions made by those imprisoned. He also 
talked with various lawyers, psychologists, and prison and military personnel about 
Christianity and on one occasion was granted a request to meet with a Rabbi. His interest 
in religion and in cultivating his understanding of Islam burgeoned. Omar turned prison 
into a kind of monastery and his transformation was underway. 

I had a number of conversations with Omar following the rise of ISIS. He had 
been transferred to a medium-security prison in Alberta, The Bowden Institution, and 
along with other inmates had watched news broadcasts of the rise of this movement and 
its beheadings of various people—actions he spoke about as a form of blasphemy, given 
his developing understanding of Islam. We discussed how young men (and some women) 
from Canada went to join ISIS and how this came about. At the time I was doing some 
research on the hundred or so men who had left Canada to join ISIS and whose names 
were publically available. I told him that all of them had been educated in Canadian 
public schools and almost all had attended universities. I raised what for me had become 
a central question: what have we taught them and what have we not taught them? Omar 
had not attended school in Canada since he was thirteen, and so turned the conversation 
in a direction he knew from his home life. He speculated that most of those who joined 
ISIS were likely the sons of immigrants or refugees and that they, like him, grew up in 
pious homes with the daily disciplines of the faith. Like him they absorbed the faith by 
osmosis. Likely they had never read anything of Islam or the life of the Prophet. It was 
also likely that they had never read the Qur’an. They were taught to be pious. As children 
of immigrants in a new land they were also taught to become successful in Canadian 
society, and that meant a university education and finding a significant professional or 
technical position so they could earn a good income, live in a fine house, and acquire all 
the trappings of an upper middle-class Canadian life. Thus they grew up in two 
unconnected worlds: the pious world of Islam and the public world filled with images of 
consumerism and worldly success. These two worlds were never discussed, much less 
properly integrated. The cognitive dissonance became unbearable for a few. He 
speculated that finding something beyond themselves to live for had made them 
vulnerable to the propaganda of ISIS.3 

3 Another student of mine incarcerated under Canada’s terrorism laws was radicalized on the 

Internet by ISIS propaganda. He grew up in Iran and joined a Kurdish political group as a 

teenager. He fled Iran under fear of arrest and eventually was given refugee status in Canada. 

He was raised a pious Muslim in a family deeply engaged in the political aspirations of 

Kurds. In Canada he began to enquire into the lives of the Kurdish leadership and despaired 

when he realized how corrupt some of them were. He became depressed when he lost his 
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    The men I have taught who are imprisoned as Dangerous Offenders committed 
crimes repeatedly and have been incarcerated periodically from a young age. Prison had 
become normal for them—even a school for the cultivation of their criminal skills. They 
had heard of our teaching of Omar Khadr. When I met with each of them they had turned 
a corner, and had stepped onto a road of transformation. They no longer excused their 
behaviour or blamed others for it. They had begun to take responsibility for the harm they 
had done and wanted to deepen their self-understanding and find new ways of engaging 
the life of the world. Omar’s story and his spirit had moved each of them. What he said 
about the educational experience he was engaged in had opened the door of hope for 
them, despite the fact they had no current date for release. They requested an opportunity 
to meet with our educational team and explore whether they might study with us. 

While each of these men has particular issues—drug addiction, mental illness, 
habits of violence—that they had worked to resolve, it was also clear that a dual failure 
had informed their life. In several cases they had a parent who periodically attended a 
Christian church. They knew snippets of biblical narrative and assumed Christianity was 
summed up in the little they knew of its teaching. Like so many of their generation, they 
knew even less of the civil tradition of the West. One of my students had finally got help 
from a psychiatrist to sort out his mental illness and had been stable for several years 
when we met. He talked of the considerable abuse he experienced at the hands of the 
correction officers in the various prisons he had been in. Prisoners in Canada’s 
maximum-security facilities are given access, under law, to legal cases in our Common 
Law if they request it. They can petition the court using such cases to seek legal 
remedies. His initial work was to use such cases to push back against officers in 
Correctional Services Canada whom he deemed had not treated him fairly. He also 
prepared such petitions for other inmates and did so with some success. This led him to 
an interest in the larger question of what is meant by justice, a foundational question at 
the heart of the Canadian legal system. Our first conversations opened with his enquiry 
into the tradition of thinking about justice. We began our study together with readings of 
Plato and Aristotle on justice and soon moved on to readings in the philosophical 
tradition of the West exploring the development of the concept of justice. I brought him 
Frederick Copleston’s A History of Philosophy—a nine-volume work that explores the 
whole range of philosophical themes including metaphysics, ontology, epistemology, and 
ethics. Following our meeting in which I gave him these books the prison was locked 
down for a month or so, a time when we are not given access to our students. When we 
finally met again he came into the room with several of these volumes under his arm and 
in a state of excitement exclaimed: “Why hadn’t anyone told me about this? Why didn’t 
our teachers tell us we were part of a tradition in which so many had thought so deeply 
about the ideas that I have so recently come to care about?” Over the next eight months 
or so he devoured this work, requested original texts, and came to each teaching session 
with a sheaf of papers full of questions, annotations, and notes on his developed ideas. He 
had begun to find his place within a tradition both large enough to engage his questions 
and in which questions he had not yet considered surfaced.     

utopian nationalism and began to explore Islam for the first time and was vulnerable to the 

pitch ISIS made to become part of a world historical movement.    
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The Ephesus Project 
Since July of 2013, the Post-Secondary Prison Education Foundation has been 

organizing qualified local volunteer academics to deliver and fund credited and non-
credit university course at The Edmonton Institution. The need for this arose because 
although the Correctional Services of Canada statutes allow inmates to study at the post-
secondary level, there is no financial and little structural support for these studies. Costs 
associated with the volunteer teaching work have been covered by the participating 
professors. Student demand continues to grow as our work becomes known through word 
of mouth within the prison system, so we have established a charitable foundation to raise 
the necessary funds. Our intention, for various reasons, is to only cover the costs directly 
necessary for students to do this work—books, tuition, etc.—and to continue recruiting 
professors on a volunteer basis. 

We have called our work at the Edmonton Institution The Ephesus Project. The 
ancient city of Ephesus had a great library and it was in this city, around the year 52 of 
the common era, that tradition suggests Apostle Paul was imprisoned. On that occasion 
his request to his friend echoes what we have heard in our work with those incarcerated 
in our city: “Above all bring the books!” Eligible students are identified and selected by 
Correctional Services Canada personnel according to the Correctional Services of Canada 
Directives and case management policies. Classes are conducted one-on-one since the 
maximum-security environment does not currently allow group meetings. Once 
Correctional Services Canada has identified a potential student two members of our 
teaching team meet with the person and discuss their aspirations and their educational 
background. We also explain what we may offer and what The King’s University 
requires. Our normal pattern has been to provide an initial non-credit introductory course 
over a thirteen-week period tailored to the student’s interests. This gives us an 
opportunity to take the measure of the student. Professors normally meet with the student 
for two or three hours, once a week. Once this course is completed, students are eligible 
to begin credited courses. 

I have developed two course: an initial non-credit course titled “On Being 
Human,” and a credit course in the theological and philosophical stream of The King’s 
curriculum titled “The School of Joseph: Prison Meditation.” “On Being Human” is 
designed to give the student an opportunity to read a set of core humanities texts that 
explore fundamental human questions. Students study the appointed texts and prepare a 
reader-response essay along with questions and themes that arise from their work. In each 
of the thirteen one-on-one meetings we discuss the readings and their response, thinking 
along with the author. In our conversations I bring the perspective of other intellectuals 
and artists into the discussion, which often bring to the surface aspects of the student’s 
own thinking and experience. Socrates, who modeled teaching as a form of midwifery, 
informs my approach: to call forth the gifts and challenges present in the mind and heart 
of the student. It is both curious and heartening to see how the capacity of the student to 
join in the “great conversation” of the humanities tradition is cultivated for the first time 
in those I have taught. In The Aims of Education, the eminent philosopher Alfred North 
Whitehead points to a three-fold process of learning: education begins when we falling in 
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love with the subject, with its ideas and ways of thinking; it deepens when we learn about 
the depth and texture of the ideas; and it culminates in our developing the capacity, based 
on the initial two steps, for thinking. 

In most of my teaching in religious studies over the last forty years I remind 
myself of a set of ubiquitous human questions: What does it mean to be human? Why do 
I exist? Why do I suffer? May I become whole? Am I loved? May I live to love? Our 
religious traditions have been the primary way the human family has shaped these 
questions that well up in the mind and heart. Religious traditions are replete with 
responses, and provide a landscape of thinking and wisdom including divine revelation, 
narrative, idea, spiritual discipline, and invitations to the ethical life. These questions 
stand behind the “On Being Human” course. Each of the themes in the syllabus has three 
readings ranging across ancient texts of wisdom and revelation, philosophical and 
theological writing from particular periods, and pertinent reflections from the novel, short 
story, and poetry tradition. All the readings are beautifully written and free of scholarly 
jargon. The themes in the syllabus include the following: the human nature and human 
longing; scientific aspirations; to heal sometimes, to comfort always; are we our bodies?; 
life’s stages; freedom; among the generations; immortality; vulnerability and suffering; 
living in the present; and human dignity.

My students have nothing but time. Each of them reads and rereads the texts I 
have provided. They write extensively and raise questions, themes, and issues they wish 
to discuss. They always come unprompted with prepared questions—questions about the 
readings and questions prompted by the readings that have drawn to the surface aspects 
of their experience and emerging self-understanding. The conversation moves seamlessly 
between texts and aspects of their deep and long spiritual struggles. For most of them our 
work has been the first opportunity they have had to read great literature and join in the 
great conversation that shapes human culture. Recognizing their growing sense of 
belonging to and standing in a culture larger than themselves is one of the most gratifying 
experiences I have had in my forty years of teaching. 

Following the “On Being Human” introductory course and with lengthy 
conversations and thinking between us, we discuss the course they would like to take for 
credit. I then shape a syllabus and discuss this with them to ensure our next course builds 
on both their interests and my sense of what will be beneficial as academic work and in 
their religious and spiritual flourishing. On this ground, the academic work and the 
spiritual work are not separate but deeply connected. Let me describe one example to 
illustrate what this can mean.

One of my students, Michael, a Dangerous Offender with no release date, had 
spoken about how much he loved reading Long Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of 
Nelson Mandela (1995). Given my understanding of his interests and the themes he 
continued to wrestle with, I shaped the syllabus for a course titled “The School of Joseph: 
Prison Meditations.” The selected texts were written in prison and engaged the 
experience of imprisonment. Each author pulled life from the experience of prison and 
has written about the religious and spiritual life in ways I thought would engage 
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Michael’s growing self-understanding and sense of his place in the world. A key set of 
ideas focused my teaching: culture, society, and transformation; justice and mercy; 
service and sacrifice; law and grace; revelation, tradition, and spiritual discipline; and 
how virtue may be cultivated in any and all circumstances. Michael loved the idea so we 
began with “The Joseph Story” (Genesis chapter 37 – 50). I encouraged him to also read 
the stories in Genesis of all the patriarchs, the forefathers of Joseph. I brought him 
Thomas Mann’s marvelous essay “Freud and the Future,” where Mann discusses the 
great interpreter of dreams in light of the prisoner, Joseph, who interpreted Pharaoh’s 
dream. Two works of the Russian writer Fyodor Dostoevsky followed: his monumental 
novel The Brothers Karamazov (1990), and The Idiot (2002). Dietrich Bonhoeffer was 
next in our syllabus. Bonhoeffer was executed at the very end of World War II by the 
Nazis, and his prison work is collected in a volume titled Letters and Papers from Prison 
(1953). Martin Luther King’s A Testament of Hope (2003) and Nelson Mandela’s Long 
Walk to Freedom (1995) brought us into the contemporary period and rounded out the 
curriculum.  

Michael wrote lengthy reader-response essays on each of the works and a final 
essay integrating his reading and thinking along with what he had learned in my teaching 
on a set of key ideas. Each book invited him to think about an aspect of his life, from 
childhood to prison. Along with our discussions of themes in each book, I listened as he 
reconsidered how he had understood his decisions and actions in the past. What he 
identified with in the Joseph story, in the work of Dostoevsky, Bonhoeffer, King, and 
Mandela shone a new light on his experience and what he had made of it. His patterns of 
blaming others, taking advantage instead of responsibility, and the burden of guilt, 
underwent a transformation in our conversations—and this without a direct word from 
me. Great literature opens the door of transformation in vivid ways. A short time into our 
work together he told me he was working on a letter to his father, with whom he had not 
spoken for over a decade. He spoke of the goodness of his father and how his father had 
broken off their relationship because he was so ashamed of Michael’s criminal behaviour. 
For years he had simply blamed his father. During our next visit I asked how the letter 
had come along. He had written over eighty pages—a life-long confession—to his father 
and completed it and sent it by courier so his father would have it for his sixtieth 
birthday. Michael’s ability to respond instead of simply reverting to the old patterns of 
reacting had returned to him.

Conclusion     
It needs to be said clearly and firmly: the failure to pass on the best of our 

religious culture and the best of the ideas that inform our common civil life is a form of 
child-abuse. I had thought this for many years, but teaching in the maximum-security 
prison has highlighted this issue. Not giving young people something to live for larger 
than themselves has led some of my students into a life of criminal behaviour. I have long 
harboured the notion that fine religious texts and the best writing in the tradition of the 
humanities can furnish the mind and heart and enlarge the soul in ways that open the 
possibilities for an excellent life, giving a person what is needed for the healing of 
mental, psychological, and spiritual wounds that quite naturally accrue in each life. 
Remaining bereft of these furnishings opens the door to anomie. It is hard to imagine how 
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such a lack could do anything but lead a person to turn in on himself or herself, giving 
free rein to human passions, destructive behaviour, and eventually despair. In our work 
through The Ephesus Project we “bring the books” along with a concern to care for the 
mind and heart and soul of each student. Some of our students will eventually be 
released. In some cases they may even enter the world with credentials suitable for 
employment. What is far more significant, in my view, is that they will understand 
themselves and the world in new ways and understand they belong to a rich tradition of 
learning and friendships that spans the ages. I have always enjoyed teaching. Teaching in 
prison, in the School of Joseph, is the deepest privilege I have experienced.            
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