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Ex-divinity student going to bat
to aid hopeless ‘innocent’ prisoners

By GUY STERLING

Since his boyhood days and listen-
ing to accounts of Bobby Thomson's
home run that won the pennant for the
New York Giants in 1951, James
McCloskey has believed in miracles.
Today, he prefers trying to work them.

or the past two years, McClos-
key, a 43-year-old Princeton resident,
has headed a nonprofit, tax-exempt or-
anization dedicated to “seeking justice
or the innocent in prison.”

He serves as Centurion Ministries’
only fulltime employe.

McCloskey founded the Princeton-

.| based organization based on work he

began during his graduate student days
at Princeton Theological Seminary, an
institution where the former business-
man earned a master of divinity degree
last year.

As part of his studies, McCloskey
volunteered to serve as a student chap-
lain at Trenton State Prison.

During his visits to the jail,

. McCloskey met an inmate who would

come to change the course of his life.
The £risoner was George (Chiefy) De
Los Santos, a convicted murderer serv-
ing a life sentence for killing a used car
dealer in Newark in the mid-70s.

“After hearin§ his compellin
cries of innocence, I got hold of an
read all the documents in his case lead-
ing up to and from his trial,” McClos-
key recalled. “I came to believe him.”

McCloskey took a year off from
his studies to investigate the case, find
an attorney to represent De Los Santos
and form a defense committee to raise
funds for mounting an appeal.

* Two summers ago, his work was
rewarded when a federal judge in New-
ark vacated De Los Santos’ guilty ver-
dict and ordered a new trial on the
basis of what he described as prosecu-
torial misconduct. The freedom of De
Los Santos was sealed when the Essex
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Jim McCloskey stands outside Rahway State Prison, where as a volun-
teer he aids inmates with court appeals

County Prosecutor’s Office decided
against a retrial.

But McCloskey’s efforts resulted
in more than giving a state prisoner a
second chance on life. It provided him
with a new perspective of his own.

“The De Los Santos case opened a
whole new world to me,” he said. “I
came to realize that there are innocent

eople, mostly disenfranchised, who
ve been trampled on by the system
and are buried in prison.”

Several months after the release
of De Los Santos, McCloskey founded
Centurion Ministries and, in July, an
appeal was filed on behalf of a second
prisoner whose bid for freedom the or-

ganization has chosen to support.

In that case, McCloskey and West
Orange lawyer David A. Ruhnke have
accused the Essex County Prosecutor's
Office of hiding a deal it made with a
Newark man to drop charges on indict-
able offenses in exchange for his testi-
mony at a murder trial in 1976.

_ That testimony was crucial in
"amlng a conviction of 40-year-old

ene Santana, a Rahway State Prison
inmate, they maintain. The county has-
yet to file its answer to the charges.

The Santana appeal represents one
of five cases Centurion Ministries has
taken on in the last two years. They are
in "o:{in‘ stages of development.
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According to wne suburban Phila-
delphia native, Centurion Ministries ap-
proaches its mission with a single-
minded purpose: To work on behalf of
“those people who, after a great deal of
research and study, we believe to be
innocent, wrongly convicted and im-
prisoned.”

Inmates also must have exhausted
all judicial remedies and have no re-
sources to retain outside attorneys or
private investigators.

“We're a last resort,” McCloskey
said. He concedes the cases he takes on
are long shots and likens his task to
“climbinf a mountain.” Yet he tackles
them fully expecting to “find the truth
that will set men free.”

Centurion Ministries depends com-

letely on contributions to operate.
g‘nnds have been donated by some
churches, corporations, foundations and
private individuals, McCloskey said.

But he admits working on a budget
that keeps his existence ‘‘hand-to-
mouth.” Financing the De Los Santos
appeal depleted most of his personal
resources. R

As a result of his limited funds,
McCloskey runs Centurion Ministries
out of a room in Princeton that also
serves as his residence.

“As far as money is concerned, 1
have not taken a vow of poverty and
hope someday to raise the funds to do
my work and lead a normal, decent
life,” he said. “I'd like marriage and
raising a family to be part of that life.”

In addition to the De Los Santos
case, McCloskey points to the indict-
‘ment of his father for extortion Ba
charge he was cleared of) and his call-
ing to the ministry as pivotal in con-
vincing him to give up the business
world and to pursue a career as an i»-
vestigator for righteousness. o~

. McCloskey “acknowledges that bis
prison work irritates some members of
the criminal justice system who think
him foolish for listening to inmates’
pleas of innocence. But he dismisses
much of the criticism, saying those who
denounce him as naive are naive them-
selves for believing that prisons hold
only the guilty.

“It wouldn’t be uncommon to find
many more innocent people languishing
in prisons than the public cares to be-
lieve,” McCloskey said.

The indictment of De Los Santos
as a career criminal in Essex County
resuiting from his arrest earlier this

ear on armed robbery charges also
as not discouraged McCloskey from
his crusade.

“Yes, I felt a sense of betrayal and
deep disappointment, but intellectually
I can understand why he was unable to
cope with the outside world,” he said. ]
may never be able to accept it but it
won’t discourage me. Every person is
different.”

The inability of De Los Santos to

1turn himself around after his release

also prompted McCloskey to begin re-
viewing more closely the cases brought
to his attention.

While some members of the estab-
lished order may take exception to his
work, McCloskey has managed to win
his share of supporters as he goes about
his investigative duties.

“I'm very impressed with his un-
selfish devotion to his work,” said Wil-
lard Heckel, former dean of the
Rutgers Law School in Newark and a
member of Centurion Ministries' board
of directors. “You have to think highly
of a man who will give of his life to
someone else’s cause of injustice.”

“If I had my choice of an investi-
gator to work up a case and find out the
truth, I'd choose Jim McCloskey,” said
Paul Casteliero, a Hoboken lawyer who
represented De Los Santos. “You won't
find anyone more diligent. .

“He’s not just interested in making
a case, he's interested in seeing justice
done,” added William Graves. a lawyer
with the Essex County Public Defend-
er’s Office who initially defended San-

tana.

H v






