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Deficiencies in pastoral care with prisoners in 
Cameroon

Cameroon celebrated fifty years of independence from colonial rule on 20 May 2010. Major 
problems facing the nation are economic, social and political crises and the appalling condition 
of its prisons. This article focuses on pastoral care with prisoners in Cameroon. Most churches 
in Cameroon have no pastoral care programme for prisoners. The churches in general are not 
yet committed to this kind of work. The article argues that changes and reform of the penitential 
system will be difficult if not impossible without collaboration with other institutions and 
resources, which include the different faith communities and faith based organisations. The 
focus should be on the care and well-being of those within its walls if successful rehabilitation 
is to take place. Spiritual care will contribute to the general well-being of prisoners. The article 
gives a broad overview of the situation of prisons and prisoners in Cameroon and presents a 
pastoral care approach that could contribute to the overall improvement of the lives of people 
in Cameroon prisons.
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The situation
Studies on the social, political and economic situation and state institutions in Cameroon are 
hampered by strict censorship laws. Research results on issues relating to the economy, good 
governance, corruption and the plight of the suffering masses in Cameroon are not readily 
available. Those who undertake such studies risk arrest and imprisonment. Existing literature 
provides only fragmentary information. Mukong (1990:1–2), an ex-political prisoner, laments the 
fact that talented scholars in Cameroon are oppressed by censorship. He calls this an impediment 
to intellectual achievement. 

Mukong and others who fought for the independence of Cameroon were constantly harassed, 
detained and tortured. Boh and Ntemfac (1991:67–71), journalists of the Cameroon Radio and 
Television (CRTV), describe the prison BMM Kondengui as ‘the home of horror and terror’ after 
having seen first-hand to what torment and torture prisoners in detention there were subjected. 
Some inmates could only rarely leave their cells in the course of three years of detention. More 
than half the population of BMM Kondengui were prisoners who had committed no crimes and 
were arrested for no identifiable reason. Wakai (2000:11–20), a retired justice of the Supreme 
Court of Cameroon and 172 others were arrested for having initiated an opposition political 
party, the Social Democratic Front (SDF). According to Wakai, democracy was killed in Cameroon 
on 23 October 1992 when the Supreme Court Justice Dipanda Mouelle failed to give the true 
results of the presidential elections. The reason he gave was that his hands were tied. An all-
powerful executive in effect makes all the decisions and rules the nation. The executive, and not 
the judiciary, as is the case in the democratic political systems of the world, reviews all judicial 
decisions. Wakai (2000:55) calls it ‘a broken state of law in Cameroon.’ Griffith (1993:124) points 
out the dangers of such a situation and describes it as follows: ‘Whenever the state is regarded 
as the final arbiter of right and truth people are delivered up to be crucified.’ Mbembe (2001:
160, 186), a senior researcher in self-exile in South Africa, describes the leadership in Cameroon as 
‘autocrats and traditional warriors who, armed with a machete, spear and shield, are ready to cut 
off the heads not only of their enemies but their most recalcitrant subjects.’ Citizens of the country 
become victims of social injustice and violence is widespread. Njawe (2006:1), publisher of Le 
Messager newspaper, experienced harassments, beatings and imprisonment by state authorities 
throughout his journalistic career. He used journalism as a tool to oppose abuse and injustice. 
Atabong (2007:102, 173), a Roman Catholic cleric and chaplain to the New Bell prison, Douala, 
asserts that: 

prisons in Cameroon are treated as dumping ground, waste basket, garbage dump of those society does 
not want to see. The prison environment is both a dumping ground for the destitute and a crash course in 
crime for delinquents. (Atabong 2007:102)

Prisons in Cameroon become the place where the rejects and outcasts of society are kept in 
appalling conditions. 
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Pastoral engagement is mostly absent from most Cameroon 
prisons. Churches and clergy are yet to venture into the area 
of pastoral care with prisoners. With regard to prison reform 
and pastoral care much should still be done. Camp et al. 
(2006:529) point out that existing studies only date back to 
round about 1992, before which date nothing much was done 
about the relationship between religion and adult prisoner 
rehabilitation. Most prisons in the United States of America, 
for instance, have a chaplain or team of chaplains who care 
for inmates and assist them in practicing and expressing 
their faith (cf. O’Connor & Duncan 2008:84). This is still only 
a dream for most prisons in Cameroon. 

Duncombe (1992:209) points out that ‘the prison is as much 
a spiritual problem as it is a social or legal problem.’ Even 
before their incarceration many prisoners have been exposed 
to an environment where family members and friends exhibit 
dysfunctional social patterns and anti-social behaviour. 
Prison chaplains and volunteers, through their ministry 
of presence, could have a positive impact on the lives of 
inmates. In order for prisoners to have the opportunity to 
grow and develop on a personal level and thereby reduce the 
probability of repeating past patterns of criminal behaviour, 
it is essential that they are shown different and meaningful 
ways of relating to the world around them (Hall 2004:
173–174). Atabong (2007:1) argues that prisons form part of the 
larger psychosocial, economic and spiritual problems that face 
the Cameroonian nation. Especially at risk are traumatised 
prisoners who come from dysfunctional homes. They cannot 
image an alternative, constructive way of living their lives. The 
physical, psychological and emotional well-being of inmates, 
facilities that would keep them busy in constructive ways, and 
religious interventions are possible solutions to the situation of 
the inmates of prisons in Cameroon.

The objective of this article is to propose an effective pastoral 
care practice that could play a role in building up the people 
in prisons. Faith communities tend to view prisons from a 
distance rather than become involved. However, pastoral 
care by faith communities could play a life-changing role in 
the lives of people incarcerated in the prisons in Cameroon. 

The objective of the article is to explore ways in which 
pastoral care by faith communities and pastoral caregivers 
could contribute to improving a situation that diminishes the 
humanity of the people who are being kept prisoner. From 
a theological perspective, the image of God in such people 
is violated when they are stripped of their dignity as human 
beings. 

Mukong (1990:113), who himself was imprisoned because 
of his political views and activities, reports that he and his 
friends did not see faith communities actively involved 
with prisoners at all. Especially those who were in prison 
for no reason needed the intervention of believers. Faith 
communities failed to condemn injustice and corruption and 
silently looked on as many people were dying in prison. He 
expresses his frustration with church leaders and their lack 
of vision as follows:

Again I ask which religious group has ever considered it an 
order from above to attend to the prisoners in the BMM and 
those in the detention centers? Yet we all know that these are the 
ones who suffer most and furthermore we also know that they 
have never been condemned by any court of law. And our Lord 
Jesus Christ shall welcome us to his Father’s kingdom for having 
visited him in prison. (Mukong 1990:113) 

The contention of this article is that pastoral care can make a 
difference to the lives of people in the prisons of Cameroon 
and could also provide much needed support to those who 
work to improve prison conditions, such as penitentiary staff, 
human rights groups, civil societies and non-governmental 
organisations. 

Reform and rehabilitation
Prison reform and social reform
Judicial authorities in Cameroon face much criticism, such 
as, for instance, that the judiciary is corrupt, ineffective and 
subject to political influence and that justice is delayed or 
even denied many prisoners before the trial stage is reached 
(cf. Wakai 2000:55). This delays the process of prisoners’ 
gaining access to justice and contributes to overcrowding in 
most prisons across the country. 

Imprisonment traumatises not only the inmates but also 
their families and close relations. Support systems, networks 
and a positive vision to educate, transform and orientate 
inmates towards a better life and future are lacking. Rejected 
by society, prisoners become unwanted individuals whose 
social and psychological well-being is destroyed by the time 
they spend in prison (Oppler 1998:36). Matthews and Francis 
(1996:18) see it as the task of the prison service to provide 
security, humanity and help. Punishment is not the business 
of the prisons but of the courts (see Selke 1993:xiii–xiv). 

Prison reform has to go hand in hand with social reform. If 
the prison does not transform and rehabilitate those within 
its walls and if inmates leave prison worse off than when they 
went in, the essence of the prison institution can be called 
into question. Similarly, if material and personnel resources 
are invested in the prison industry but nothing is achieved, 
this constitutes wastage of resources. Then imprisonment 
has failed to correct criminal behaviour and the penitentiary 
system is not working. According to Selke (1993:138–140 
cf. Murphy & Dison 1990:171; Matthews & Francis 1996:12; 
Ward & Maruna 2008:177) society will continue to live with 
the disgrace and failures of prisons until a new reality is in 
place. 

Privatisation
According to James et al. (1997:1, 6) one option for reforming 
prison systems could be privatisation. Privatisation is 
fiercely debated in the United States of America, United 
Kingdom, Australia and South Africa. Those in favour of 
privatisation, such as Brakel (1988:240), Hutto (1990:11), 
Logan (1990:167), Harding (1992:7), Hatry, Brownstein and 
Levinson (1993:199), and James et al. (1997:1, 6) argue that 
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this will improve conditions for prisoners, reduce costs for 
the state and facilitate innovation. Privatisation will bring 
about competition and new management techniques with 
the possibility of better quality for less money and more 
efficiency because of less bureaucratic ‘red tape’ and a higher 
motivation to control costs. Proponents of privatisation are 
optimistic that it will bring visible change to the challenges 
faced by penitentiary institutions. According to Stern 
(1998:337), ‘prisons can be an expensive way of making bad 
people worse.’ 

Those against privatisation, such as Ryan and Ward 
(1989:17–20, 32–33), Chan (1994:44), McDonald (1994:31), 
Schichor (1995:11–43), Oppler (1998:58–61) and Ungar 
(2003:919) point out that accountability for the treatment of 
prisoners cannot be ensured and that it is the state’s absolute 
and legitimate responsibility to punish those who break the 
law. Low staffing levels, poor service delivery conditions and 
poor quality recruits are bound to be the result of a profit 
driven ‘business’ approach. The state should live up to its 
responsibilities in reforming prisons and not delegate this 
responsibility to corporations or agencies that maximise 
profits by minimising expenditure (Oppler 1998:58–61; cf. 
Ungar 2003:919). An example of such a private institution 
is the Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) which 
manages several prisons in the United States of America, 
United Kingdom, South Africa and Australia (see James et al. 
1997:6; Oppler 1998:58–61; Ungar 2003:919). 

Prison chaplaincy
A different kind of change can be brought about in prisons 
through spiritual intervention, pastoral care services and 
chaplaincy activities by churches and other faith based 
organisations. According to O’Neill (2009):

the purpose of prison ministry is to give inmates a plan for 
salvation, a way to move on with their lives, to form inside of 
them a kind of discipline, to pray, read scriptures and relate to 
people properly. (pp. 74–75)

According to Skotnicki (2000:2) in times past, prisons have 
always had a certain religious quality attached to them.

Duncombe (1992:194–209) argues that prison chaplaincy 
should address the problems of shaky religious foundations, 
a lack of vision and realistic plans for a person’s life, as well 
as the shame and self-deception that is prevalent amongst 
inmates. The aim would be to improve the provision of 
pastoral care in prisons in order to provide a stronger 
prophetic voice on issues with regard to prisoners, and 
to provide a meaningful humane service in the prisons. 
Nothing is as important as nurturing a vision for people 
who find themselves on the margins of society. According 
to Allard and Allard (2010:332), prison chaplaincy has the 
aim to focus on pastoral care and counselling, a ministry of 
preaching, listening and accompanying prisoners on their 
journey towards transformation and healing. 

Correctional services in Canada, the United States, the 
United Kingdom, Australia, Denmark, Norway, South 

Africa, Sweden and Uganda have made great strides in 
improving pastoral care networks for inmates as well as with 
regard to rehabilitation and transformation (see Gendreau & 
Andrews 1990:173–184; Duncombe 1992:194–209; Skotnicki 
2000:2; Hall 2003:108–137; O’Neill 2009:74–75; Allard & 
Allard 2010:330–332). The prison system should change its 
way of working to one that would provide opportunities 
for inmates to choose a lifestyle that would depart from the 
familiar cycle of crime and detention (Duncombe 1992:209). 
However, prison institutions are faced with challenges that 
most governments cannot address effectively. Rehabilitation 
programmes are often scarce, sometimes non-existent, 
which leaves inmates without support during their time of 
incarceration. This is where the churches could step in and 
pastoral care could make a difference in the lives of inmates. 

However, pastoral care is mostly seen as voluntary work. 
Sometimes prison chaplains and coordinators are appointed, 
but without any real support from either the church or the 
government. Others respond to the need in prisons and visit 
prisoners even without having been officially appointed by 
their churches. Pastoral care by faith communities to prisoners 
in Cameroon is not yet a vital ministry and the government 
also does not yet see its potential value. Government-
sponsored chaplains are hard to find in Cameroon prisons 
(Atabong 2007:25). 

Rehabilitation vs punishment
According to Decree 92/052 of 27 March 1992 the vision for 
the Cameroon penitentiary system and administration is 
threefold: protection of society, punishment for wrongdoing 
and rehabilitation of offenders through work, training and 
counselling. However, lack of adequate material, personnel 
and financial resources hinders the realisation of the above 
goals (see Skotnicki 2000:2). In general prisoners do not 
have enough land to produce their own food. They are 
malnourished, live in congested cells and do not receive 
life skills training whilst incarcerated. Hunger makes them 
aggressive. They fight and steal. Prison structures are 
outdated and overcrowded with facilities that are an affront 
to human dignity.

The prevalent attitude with regard to the Cameroon prison 
system is that prisoners should pay severely for crimes 
committed against society and the state. Prisons are for 
punishment not rehabilitation and therefore the focus is not 
on education and imparting life skills. Prisons in Cameroon 
are in a bad state of repair. Overcrowding, poor living 
conditions, inadequate medical care, slow access to justice 
and an arbitrary system of prison discipline are some of 
the problems. Prison conditions are deliberately unpleasant 
because that should act as a deterrent to future offending 
behaviour and crime. Manipulation, distrust, despair, 
bitterness and hostility are rife in most Cameroon prisons. 
The prison experience is often traumatic and threatens the 
psychological core or emotional balance of inmates. Krystal 
(1978:90) defines trauma as ‘a paralysed, overwhelmed state 
with immobilisation, withdrawal, possible depersonalisation 



Original ResearchOriginal Research

http://www.hts.org.za doi:10.4102/hts.v68i1.1210

Page 4 of 7

and evidence of disorganisation.’ McCann and Pearlmann 
(1990:74) point out that trauma can have profound effects 
on a person’s self-esteem. According to Laufer (1988:38), the 
exposure to a hostile environment fundamentally undermines 
the ability of a person to unfold his or her potential, which in 
turn shatters the self-system. 

Development takes place in a social and cultural context as 
people absorb information from their environment. They 
develop certain expectations and beliefs about themselves, 
others and the world which form a framework for the 
interpretation of experiences. If learning and development 
were to take place, it would be necessary to enhance the self-
capacities of inmates in order to enable them to maintain a 
consistent sense of identity and positive self-esteem. Murphy 
and Dison (1990:141) advocate supportive therapy in a 
rational and reality-oriented manner in order to facilitate the 
learning of appropriate behaviours for handling day to day 
problems.

Communal and individual pastoral 
care
On a communal level pastoral caregivers can help to 
draw public attention to the many challenges that face 
the penitentiary system. They can promote a better 
understanding of the needs of prisoners amongst the family 
and friends of inmates, government officials and civil society. 
On a more personal level they can provide spiritual care to 
inmates themselves. 

Faith communities could (and should) lead the way to provide 
pastoral care that is relevant to the context of prisoners in 
Cameroon. Such pastoral care would provide care in the 
crisis situations of hunger, thirst, sickness and disease and 
a lack of love and concern. Yu (1991:62–68) points out that 
the prison as a setting for pastoral care, and counselling is 
radically different from other pastoral settings such as the 
parish, a hospital or the military. 

According to Griffith (1993:190–193), those in prison are part 
of the faith community. As was the case in the early church, 
faith communities today still have the responsibility to visit 
and care for people in prisons. Campbell and Halloway 
(1973:147–148) point out that the injunction to ‘visit the 
prisoners’ in the Bible has not been taken seriously enough 
by many faith communities. There are people who have 
been in prison for decades without having received a single 
visit. The biblical call to visit the prisoners is a call to be 
faithful to the gospel message of salvation in Jesus Christ. 
Griffith (1993:118) puts it as follows: ‘In Matthew 25 we read 
that Jesus preached to individuals and to nations: care for 
prisoners, visit them, set them free.’ 

The faith community is called to be of service to those who 
have been victimised and violated by the machinations of 
the judicial process. According to Griffith (1993:191), the 
faith community is called to transform the old reality into 

something new by offering persistent love and nurture 
toward the healing of victims of injustice. This calls for 
increased personal and communal involvement, for the faith 
community to minister to victims of injustice with loving 
service and not with doctrinal demands or quick solutions 
to emotional crises. Faith communities can serve as places of 
refuge (Griffith 1993:203). 

Mediation is another service that faith communities could 
render to prisoners and society. Bringing victims and 
offenders together in the presence of a third party who acts 
as mediator, could help to resolve issues, break the cycle of 
violence and bring about reconciliation. Faith communities 
can also mobilise the broader community to become 
involved in movements for justice, peace and service (Griffith 
1993:204–225). 

During the 2009 Africa Regional Conference for Prison 
Chaplains, which was organised by the International 
Commission for Catholic Prison Pastoral Care in Cape 
Town, South Africa, Ms Hlengiwe Mkhize (2009) called faith 
communities the moral authority of the most vulnerable. She put 
it as follows: 

we expect the church and other faith based organisations to take 
a strong stand when deaths in correctional centres are reported 
and when offenders are deprived of other rights and privileges 
such as parole. (p. 1) 

Pastoral care should go beyond rehabilitation and 
reintegration and situate itself at the very heart of correcting 
offending behaviour. 

Leadership of the caregiving community and individual 
pastoral care are combined in Charles Gerkin’s (1997:
17–18) approach to pastoral care which he calls a ‘narrative, 
hermeneutical methodology for doing practical theology in 
pastoral care and counselling with individuals and in pastoral 
leadership of a community of Christian people.’ According to 
him, the care of the people of God (community) involves the 
pastor caring for individuals with as much psychological insight 
as he or she can muster. Prisoners who are lost, abandoned 
and left to fend for themselves in the midst of harsh realities 
need attention, care and understanding from loved ones, the 
church and the community. Gerkin’s (1997:21, 27–28) model 
of the pastor as shepherd (caring leader) who attends to the 
lost sheep in order to bring them home to the shepherd’s 
loving embrace, is well suited for application to pastoral care 
with people in prison. The shepherd’s role is comparable to 
that of Jesus Christ who seeks and saves the lost (Jn 10:10). 
The shepherding model sees the church as a community that 
offers help, counsel and nurtures its members to wholeness 
of life. Gerkin’s shepherding model has a community 
approach to pastoral care to those who are vulnerable and 
marginalised in society. 

With regard to the individual and personal dimension, 
pastoral care is about human interrelationships and touches 
on individual experiences and personal values (Campbell 
1986:18). The concept of hope ties in with that of shepherding 
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in that the aim of shepherding pastoral care is to guide 
individuals to transcend the hopelessness and helplessness of 
their situation. Prisoners often experience their environment 
as a life in darkness and they are searching for a ray of 
hope. The future seems bleak and uncertain. They do not 
know what the next day has in store. This is where pastors 
as agents of hope have a major role to play. However, it is 
difficult to be an agent of hope if all hope has been lost. In 
the prison environment probably the primary task of pastors 
is that of nurturing and fostering hope. The pastor as an 
‘agent of hope’ (Capps 1995) searches with the individual 
for meaning in life and hope for the future. Through hope a 
transition can be negotiated (Capps 1995:25, 51) in the lives of 
prison inmates. Through the ministry of hope the future can 
be experienced as ‘open, unfrozen and full of opportunities’ 
(Capps 1995:62–63) rather than as uncertain, threatening and 
hopeless.

An example of how important the capacity for hope is to 
prisoners, is illustrated by studies done with people who 
survived imprisonment in Nazi concentration camps during 
the Second World War. Physically the prisoners were captives 
of the Nazi regime but inwardly some of them were able to 
achieve a measure of freedom and hope. To project hope is 
to achieve some degree of autonomy in the present that can 
make a difference between life and death. By projecting a 
future hope the present is altered (Capps 1995:70). 

Pastors as agents of hope have as their main aim to affirm 
the hope of the individuals in their care. Pastors also 
play the role of moralists who introduce moral feelings 
and judgements into pastoral counselling. This can help 
prisoners to redirect their inner suffering and cultivate an 
inner strength. Applying the model of Capps (1995:89, 117, 
164) to the situation of pastoral care with prisoners – the 
task of the pastor as an agent of hope – would be to help 
inmates to reframe and transcend the problems and difficulties 
in their lives. Pastoral caregivers as shepherds and agents of 
hope mediate a relationship of faith: reawakening, renewing 
and restoring a spirit of hope and trust in a crushing and life-
threatening situation.

Two case studies of good practice 
Individual and communal
A case study of good pastoral practice that focuses on the 
unique individuality and the specific circumstances of each 
prisoner and where the outcome is a hope-filled perspective 
on the future is the Nova Scotia Coverdale Chaplaincy project 
(Shaw 1994) with women prisoners. Challenges women face 
in prison differ from those of men. Women become involved 
in offending behaviour for different reasons than men. 
Emotionally and physically they often respond to sentencing 
and incarceration differently to men (Maden, Swinton & 
Gunn 1994; cf. Matthews & Francis 1996:233). 

This pioneering chaplaincy project offered pastoral and 
spiritual counselling and care to both women in prison and 

to those in halfway houses in the community. Emotions such 
as pain, hurt, fear, horror, sadness and isolation often turn 
into aggressive actions that could lead to tragic incidents. 
These emotions affect the psychology of individuals and 
if their relationships with family members, friends and 
the community are not cordial and strong, such emotions 
could result in disoriented individuals and more criminal 
behaviour (cf. Atabong 2007:76 specifically with regard to 
Cameroon). The Nova Scotia Coverdale Chaplaincy (Shaw 
1994) project focused on psychology and offered individual 
counselling sessions on a weekly basis to women with a 
history of abuse. Chaplaincy services combined counselling 
support with intensive therapy that resulted in growth, in 
the self-worth and self-esteem of the women. The working 
relationship between the women and the chaplains focused 
on issues such as:

•	 reducing the power difference between the therapist and 
the client

•	 sharing experiences
•	 allowing the women to set their own agenda
•	 allowing the women to set the pace 
•	 a commitment to confidentiality
•	 social change (Shaw 1994).

Ex-offenders were given the opportunity to continue to 
attend counselling sessions after having been released into 
the community. 

In an evaluation of the programmes at correctional centres 
like P4W, Manitoba and Nova Scotia, it was found that the 
women who had completed the chaplaincy programmes 
exhibited greater self-confidence, a better understanding of 
their own situation and had more control over their own lives 
(see Kendall 1993; Mooney 1993; Pollack 1994; Shaw 1994). 
They were also appreciative of the opportunity to make their 
own decisions (Matthews & Francis 1996:187–188). Hope, 
human dignity and a greater measure of self-worth were 
the outcomes of this approach of individual pastoral and 
psychological care.

A case study of good pastoral care practice with the focus on 
teamwork and a pastoral care network is that of the Cotton End 
Baptist Church Bedford England (2010). Pastoral care teams 
under the supervision of the clergy attend to the needs of 
people in prison. The network supplements the work of the 
clergy. Pastoral care is the responsibility of the whole church. 

The Cotton End Baptist Church Bedford England (2010:1) 
recognises pastoral care as the hallmark of a great church. 
Their aim is to develop the highest quality pastoral care 
that would give meaning to the church’s life, witness and 
mission. Pastoral care is seen as the provision of spiritual, 
emotional, physical and practical support irrespective of 
the decisions that have been taken by those who are being 
cared for. Pastoral care does not involve judgement but its 
primary role is one of support. If an individual acts in a 
manner with which they do not agree they do not stop caring 
for the person. 
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The pastoral care network of the church extends to the 
church, the community and the workplace. Initially they 
sought to work out how to make pastoral care within the 
family work best. The goal of pastoral care within the Cotton 
End Baptist Church Bedford England is that no one is missed 
out and that everyone receives an appropriate level of care. 
No one should be left without a person to turn to in times 
of need. The pastoral care network is coordinated by the 
pastoral care ministry leader and includes a team of people 
who share in pastoral care. The idea is that everyone who is 
part of the church and wider church family is connected to 
the pastoral care network or a pastoral caregiver. The overall 
team is under the supervision of the minister who meets 
regularly with the pastoral care coordinators (Cotton End 
Baptist Church 2010:1). The system of Cotton End Baptist 
Church Bedford pastoral care (2010:2) involves the following:

•	 Where a person is a member of a house group the pastoral 
care will operate through the house group either by the 
leader(s) or by others who take on pastoral care duties 
within the group. 

•	 Where a person is not a member of a house group, they 
will informally be linked to a house group as a first point of 
contact. This typically takes the form of recognising when 
a person is absent from church and taking responsibility 
for following up absence and informing the pastoral care 
coordinators of any needs or concerns. 

The pastoral care network is only part of the work the faith 
community does in the prisons. Much informal care and help 
is also given outside of the network. All caring relationships 
serve to enrich relationships and to show Christ’s love in 
different ways. 

In Cameroon the time, energy and resources for full-time 
prison chaplaincy are often lacking. In such a context the 
Cotton End system of volunteer teams under the leadership 
and supervision of the clergy who visit and offer pastoral 
care to prisoners could work well to alleviate the scarcity of 
the necessary care in prisons. The workload of clergy will be 
greatly reduced if their main responsibility is to identify the 
work that should be done and to equip the teams of voluntary 
workers to become effective pastoral caregivers. 

Pastoral care in Cameroon prisons – 
A challenge
According to Rick Osmer (2008:152), models of good practice 
offer practitioners help in imagining how to do things better 
or differently. Models of good practice can be retrieved 
from the past and applied to urgent current situations. 
Insights from pastoral care models of good practice can 
be fruitfully applied in Cameroon in order to care for the 
physical, emotional, psychological and spiritual needs of 
people in prisons who have often been abandoned to fend 
for themselves as they fight to survive amid harsh prison 
conditions. 

The conditions of prisons in Cameroon are dire and reform 
is needed. The quality of life of prisoners will be greatly 
improved through a faster, more effective judicial system 
that enforces justice more speedily for the many people 

who are awaiting trial throughout the country. Cordial 
prisoner-staff relationships, well-trained staff and good 
management relations will also improve prison conditions 
and lives of inmates. A different philosophy on punishment 
and rehabilitation is necessary before such relationships can 
be fostered. Renovation of dilapidated prisons is needed in 
order to provide a safe and secure environment in which 
people can serve out their sentences in a humane manner. 

Prisons in Cameroon should become productive and 
rehabilitative. The objective should be to transform prisoners 
through work, education and vocational programmes that 
would enable them to become self-reliant. Frye (1982; cf. 
Griffith 1993:171) argues that given proper guidance and 
opportunities to develop themselves, many prisoners are 
capable of being transformed to become people with a sense 
of purpose and direction in life. Prison officials should be 
motivated, protected and equipped for the often-dangerous 
work they do. All people, including prisoners, should receive 
care and be treated with dignity.

Pastoral care is a necessary and essential aspect of prison 
reform and the rehabilitation of prisoners. Pastoral care by 
faith communities in Cameroon could help to restore human 
dignity and bring life and love to people in prisons. Pastoral 
care could enable offenders to accept responsibility for their 
wrongs, bring about reconciliation between victims and 
offenders and guide prisoners to become useful citizens upon 
their return to the community. Pastoral care can help people 
to reconstruct their lives and return to society as healed and 
whole people (cf. Murphy & Dison 1990:13). The role of 
faith communities and pastoral caregivers as shepherds and 
agents of hope would be to serve as caring leaders who seek 
out those who are sick, lonely and lost in the wilderness of 
the prison. Pattison (2007:117, 145) describes the challenge 
facing the faith community as follows: ‘The church should do 
good to people, learn from them and build them up and not 
make people who are already having a bad time feel worse.’ 

Faith communities in Cameroon can play a much greater 
role to improve the lives of people in prison, not only by 
providing in some basic material and spiritual needs but 
also by playing a greater role in the moral development and 
rehabilitation of prisoners in order that they can return to 
society and be good citizens. Networking and team work are 
essential for prison pastoral care. Hope for the future can be 
nurtured through cordial relationships with the community, 
family and volunteer groups. 

Prison chaplaincy in Africa requires an indigenous African-
based theology to effectively address the therapeutic needs 
of prisoners. Authentic pastoral care models that are relevant 
to the context are necessary. Pastoral care with prisoners in 
Cameroon is still in its budding stage.
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