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Art enables us to 
find ourselves and 
lose ourselves at the 
same time.

Thomas Merton

Transformations are usually made silently, but are 

witnessed by the fruits they bare. Four years ago 

The Elmwood Correctional Complex began a trans-

formation of its own. Sponsored by the Correctional 

Institutions Chaplaincy (CIC) in Milptas, California, The 

Art and Spirit program, is designed to provide inmates 

with an opportunity “to connect with the Spirit through 

the creative arts.” 
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Originally the program had only a vision 
and volunteers from Campbell United Meth-
odist Church. Since then it has grown to 
include help from other churches. The Elm-
wood jail houses men and women. Art class-
es are offered to both, without regard for in-
dividual beliefs. “Each session has a spiritual 
theme and includes art, music, scripture, 
prayer, writing, and reflective discussion,” 
according to the CIC Ministries website, 
http://cicministries.org/.

Elaine Bondono and Reverend Louann 
Roberts seek out those who are not ex-
posed to prison programming and are kept 
away from the general population, from the 
over 2000 inmates. They target those 
affected by mental illness, drug abuse, 
or domestic violence.  The combi-
nation of art and spirit, for which the 
program is named boasts results that 
reveal a strengthening of faith, kind-
ness, the development of coping skills, 
teamwork, and a belief that there is a 
chance for transformation. 

The program is perhaps best 
summed up by Bondono with her re-
mark, “Art touches people more than 
verbal communications.” Four times 
a year, for three weeks, two hour ses-
sions are held in which each inmate 
makes something they can keep and 
will become a part of a community 
project. The results culminate in an art 
show known as Transformation: Art 
From Within.

Although the artwork stems from 
those who have taken a path that led 
to incarceration, the artwork is freeing 
to the artists and the admirers. During 
the art sessions, a security system is in 
place that requires a counting of mate-
rials that go in, go out, and those used 
during the class. Only certain items are 
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given approval and are placed in an art box made for 
each table. In the years of the programs existence 
there has never been a safety or security issue. 
“They apologize to us when they use bad 
words because they think we’ve never 
heard them,” added Bondono.

Once two women from rival gangs 
were forced to sit next to each oth-
er due to seating constraints. What 
grew from there was a connection 
that went beyond the boundaries 
of group loyalty and anger. Joining 
together the women created beau-
ty. This beauty continues in the “in-
trospection, spirituality, and promise 
shown in the work. Perhaps the great-
est achievement is the hope that comes 
to the lives of those incarcerated. 

Transformation: Art From Within will run 
from September 12 through November 2015 at 
the San Jose Museum of Quilts & Textiles. For more 
information, visit sjquiltmuseum.org.
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