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Seven Questions for Prayerful Reflection

1. Am I, as a Christian, ashamed of my own family member who is
incarcerated? If so, what am I ashamed of?

2. Why are we so ashamed of those who commit crimes in our
communities?

3. What are we afraid of and why?

4. How do we, as a community, move beyond denial?

5. What does John 20:23 say about our behavior?

Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose
soever sins ye retain, they are retained. (KJV)

If you forgive someone's sins, they're gone for good. If you don't
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forgive sins, what are you going to do with them? (The Message)

6. Are you visiting your family member in prison? What does Matthew
25:43-45 say about visiting him/her?

I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me
not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not. Then shall they also
answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee anhungered, or athirst,
or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister
unto thee? Then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you,
Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to
me. (KJV)

I was a stranger and you did not welcome Me and entertain Me, I was
naked and you did not clothe Me, I was sick and in prison and you did
not visit Me [l]with help and ministering care. Then they also [in their
turn] will answer, Lord, when did we see You hungry or thirsty or a
stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to You?
And He will reply to them, Solemnly I declare to you, in so far as you

failed to do it for the least [in the estimation of men] of these, you
failed to do it for Me. (AMP)

7. What shall we then do?

REFLECTION . . .



W H A T S H A L L W E T H E N D O ? A G u i d e a n d K i t f o r C r e a t i n g H e a l i n g C o m m u n i t i e s

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Introduction: What this Manual Offers You and Your Congregation 3 June 2008

INTRODUCTION

What this manual offers you and your congregation

his manual is intended to help in the healing of individuals and families torn apart by crime –
whether committed against a member of the congregation or committed by a member of the
congregation.

It is designed to help members of the
congregation who are distraught while facing trial,
imprisonment, and ultimately the challenge that
returning citizens face in coming home and
reintegrating into the community and family – and to
help their families.

The manual shows churches how they can do
the healing work of reconciliation among those who
have caused harm, those who have been hurt, and the
larger community.

It will help you build Stations of Hope and a
Healing Community, one that embraces the prisoner
and nurtures and supports both his family and the
victims of crime – a community that lives in this spirit:

For I was hungry and you gave me something to
eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to
drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I
needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick
and you looked after me, I was in prison and you
came to visit me. Matthew 25: 35-36. (NIV)

We have a faith tradition of reasonable service
and giving unto others. The manual will demonstrate
how people can be transformed into new creations, as
we ourselves are transformed – changing how we
think, how we feel, and what we do with these
returning citizens (cf: Romans 12: 1-2; 2 Corinthians 5:17).

T
New terms, new paradigms, new thinking:

“RETURNING CITIZENS”

Notice the reference here to "returning
citizens" rather than to "ex-cons” or “ex-
offenders.” The emphasis is on what one is
rather than what one was. And this is where
the civil rights focus comes in. To use the
term "returning citizen" emphasizes that the
civil rights of those who have paid their debt
to society should be recognized. And that
also means working to change laws that, for
example, restrict voting rights or deny job
opportunities to returning citizens.

“Healing Communities”

The term “prisoner reentry” reflects the
simple fact that most inmates do return to
society. Healing Communities go further.
They press for reintegration in their desire to
see relationships restored between men and
women returning from incarceration, and
their families, communities, the larger
society and, where possible, the victims of
their criminal behavior.

“STATIONS OF HOPE”

“Stations of Hope” are churches that serve
as healing and teaching refuges offering a
renewed vision for returning citizens, their
families and communities.
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Chapter One
Faith and Forgiveness: A True Story

on Flowers was graduating from a Bible-based spiritual
and moral transformation program in Texas. In the
audience celebrating his graduation was Arna

Washington, a Houston woman who had found Ron alone in the
world and offered to be his “other mother.” After the ceremony,
she told him that he could call her anytime.

She did become his “other mother” and his mentor. Ron
did call, and the relationship they developed helped sustain him
through her discipling, supporting and guiding him.

Mrs. Washington was well-suited for the job. She, like her
husband, Marcellus, was a retired schoolteacher. They had raised
two children, a son, Derek, and a daughter, Deirdra, who became
a school teacher as well. Also, they had all been active in their
church.

By the time Mrs. Washington met Ron, both her husband
and her children had died. She cared for her son’s child, Corrick,
but her own grown children, children of Ron’s generation, were
both gone. She had been grieving for many years.

The first death she grieved was that of her daughter,
DeDe, as the family called Deirdra. The death wrought a cycle of
grieving and pain that seemed to have no end. DeDe was
murdered and then buried on what would have been her twenty-
seventh birthday. The family’s grief and rage over Deirdra’s
murder thoroughly devastated them.

Mrs. Washington said that “without her love, it was as if
we didn’t know how to live anymore.”

Marcellus, her husband, recoiled from the job he had
loved for so many years. He found he could no longer face his
students because “being around all those young people
reminded him too much of what he’d lost,” Mrs. Washington said.
He took early retirement, staying home and losing himself in grief.

R
Jesus and Zacchaeus

Jesus entered Jericho and was
passing through. A man was there
by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a
chief tax collector and was
wealthy. He wanted to see who
Jesus was, but being a short man
he could not, because of the
crowd. So he ran ahead and
climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see
him, since Jesus was coming that
way. When Jesus reached the spot,
he looked up and said to him,
"Zacchaeus, come down
immediately. I must stay at your
house today." So he came down at
once and welcomed him gladly. All
the people saw this and began to
mutter, "He has gone to be the
guest of a 'sinner.' " But Zacchaeus
stood up and said to the Lord,
"Look, Lord! Here and now I give
half of my possessions to the poor,
and if I have cheated anybody out
of anything, I will pay back four
times the amount." Jesus said to
him, "Today salvation has come to
this house, because this man, too,
is a son of Abraham. For the Son of
Man came to seek and to save what
was lost." Luke 19, v. 1-9.
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Her son, Derek, “who’d been so close to his baby sister, broke down completely and
developed serious kidney problems.”

As for Mrs. Washington herself, she went to church and back to teaching, but her own
struggle was ceaseless. “I kept looking at DeDe’s picture and talking to her as if that might keep her
with me,” she said, “ begging God to let me hear her voice one more time. I tried to make sense of
what had happened. No matter how hard I prayed, the answers didn’t come.”

Within ten years of DeDe’s murder, Derek had died of kidney failure and her husband of a
heart attack. She said, “I knew what really killed Marcellus was
having both his children go before their time.” Mrs.
Washington’s “immediate family was wiped out,” and she
blamed her son’s and husband’s deaths on her daughter’s killer.
She vowed she would never allow him to be released from
prison.

Every time the killer came up for parole and she was
given the chance to protest, “a bitter flame rekindled inside
me.” Protest she did. “He deserved to rot in prison,” she said.
“As long as I had breath left in my body, I’d make sure that was
where he stayed. You’re darn right I protested!”

* * * *

eirdra’s killer was Ron Flowers. Yes, the same Ron Flowers who, fourteen years after his act of
murder, began receiving the love of his victim’s mother as his own “other mother.”

How did Mrs. Washington move from rage to love?
What happened between the time that she wished the killer
would “rot in prison” to her becoming his “other mother”?

* * * * *

he murder. In 1984, at nine o’clock in the evening, Deirdra left her family’s home for a date and
promised she would not be out late. At one in the morning, the family’s phone rang. Deirdra’s

date, Carlton, told Mr. Washington that his daughter had been shot.

The parents raced to the hospital. Mrs. Washington never forgot that night of horror. “The
bullet had ripped through DeDe’s brain, and the doctors told us there was no hope. Only machines
were keeping her alive. We never left her side. ‘Come on, baby, fight,’ I urged, squeezing her hand,
praying that somehow my love could bring her back. But around six in the morning, DeDe gave a

D

T

SOURCES:

Pat Nolan, vice president of Prison
Fellowship, first told us about this
story. He also shared the video Prison
Fellowship made of the principals.
Many of the quotes found here are
from the video and from an article
Arna Washington wrote for Crossroads
magazine, published in August 1999.

Wherefore I say unto thee, Her sins,
which are many, are forgiven; for
she loved much: but to whom little
is forgiven, the same loveth little.
Luke 7:47 (KJV)
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little sigh, and she was gone. I kissed her cheek for the last time and vowed: ‘I won’t rest, baby. Not
until I get the person who did this to you.’ ”

For the next fourteen years, Mrs. Washington never learned exactly what had happened to
her daughter that night. The police said her daughter had been “in the seediest part of Houston, in
front of an apartment building crawling with drug dealers, when she was shot.” But, “I told the
officers there was no way our daughter, whose friends used to tease her about being more innocent
than her kindergartners, would even have known such a place existed.” Carlton told Mrs.
Washington that “he’d taken her there—to collect a debt” and that then “a couple of men jumped
him and beat him up. In the scuffle, someone shot DeDe.”

Ron Flowers was the shooter. Mrs. Washington couldn’t wait for the trial, for the
opportunity to “‘look that man in the face and let him know exactly what he’s done. And then I’m
going to ask the judge to put him away forever,’” she told her husband.

But there was no trial. Ron plea-bargained a 35- year sentence for the killing and she never
did get to look him in the face before he was sent to prison – or to learn exactly what happened that
night.

arole. Fourteen years later, Mrs. Washington received a notice from the State of Texas. At first it
seemed to be just another notice about Ron’s coming up for parole. But this one was entirely

different. It said that Ron was about to be released on mandatory parole. She was incensed. She
crushed the letter and said, “Those long-held feelings leapt to the surface like flames licking hungrily
at tinder. ‘Lord, you know why I’m angry,’ ” she cried. “ ‘I’ve struggled to accept that nothing is
going to bring my baby back. But accept that the man who killed her is going free? You’re asking too
much!’ ”

In the ensuing weeks, Mrs. Washington heard
new and different messages about prisoners that
challenged both her and her anger. First, at her annual
church conference, she heard a prison choir and was
surprised that the men “didn’t look mean and hard,” as
she assumed they would. Next, her pastor, Rev. Homer
Williams, told his congregation that he was serving as a
mentor in a nearby prison’s spiritual transformation program. He hoped some of the members of the
congregation would join him in mentoring prisoners. .

Almost “jesting,” Mrs. Washington asked her pastor if he could find out about Ron Flowers
the next time he went to the prison. He was glad to oblige. Ron, he later told Mrs. Washington, not
only was in the mentoring program, he had accepted God into his life. He added that the program
director, Jack Cowley, said he wanted to talk with Mrs. Washington about Ron.

P

“‘Lord, you know why I’m angry,’”
she cried. “‘I’ve struggled to accept
that nothing is going to bring my
baby back. But accept that the man
who killed her is going free? You’re
asking too much!’”
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Mrs. Washington agreed to speak to Mr. Cowley. Not to Ron.

She learned from Mr. Cowley that Ron’s program focused on reconciliation. The participants
met with crime victims – not victims of their own crimes – with the goal of understanding the harm
they caused and assuming responsibility for the consequences. Meeting those victims made Ron
think about Mrs. Washington.

Mr. Cowley told her that “Ron’s a changed man” and that he wanted to get in touch with
her.

Still angry, Mrs. Washington protested, “I don’t want anything to do with him! I don’t care
how much he’s changed!” But she couldn’t let her thoughts about Ron go. Finally, she agreed to
accept a letter from him.

Letter-writing to one’s victims or to their family members was part of the transformational
program at the prison. Writing these letters, the mentors believed, would help the prisoners to
acknowledge their crimes and assume responsibility for the consequences to themselves and others.
Before the program, Ron had spent fourteen years denying any responsibility at all for the murder;
for years, he had even gone so far as to tell fellow inmates that he was in prison for robbery. Like so
many others, Ron arrived in prison as a street kid from a broken home and had “grown up in the
prison system.” He had grown older in years, but he had not really matured. The program aimed to
help the participants mature through overcoming denial and accepting personal responsibility.

Although as Ron later said, “All these years I was wondering who was this lady? Who was this
lady? What was she like, and after I found out her name and found out a little bit about her, you
know, and it just really tore me about,” his first letter to Mrs. Washington was a disaster. He did not
apologize. He did not show remorse. Mrs. Washington was furious and refused to respond to his
letter.

Shortly thereafter, Mrs. Washington visited the prison where Ron was incarcerated. On a
conscious level, she believed the visit had nothing to do with Ron. As a leader in her church, she went
merely because her church’s district office took a growing interest in prison ministry work and had
organized the visit. Once there, she “noticed a young man huddled in a corner” and “knew
instinctively it was Ron Flowers.” Her response? She had to leave the room.

Still angry with Ron, when she got home she wrote to him: “That letter was totally
inappropriate. Not only did you murder my daughter, you
destroyed my whole family!” She “sent him the program from
DeDe’s funeral, with her picture and a tribute a friend had written
to ‘Our Deirdra.’ ” And she figured she would never hear from
him again.

But she did. Ron acknowledged that his first letter was wrong-- “As soon as I mailed that
letter, I knew it was not right.” Further, he took responsibility for her daughter’s death. “I’m truly

“Not only did you murder my
daughter, you destroyed my
whole family!”
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sorry for what took place on the night February 9, 1984; I want to let you know everything. I realize
all the pain that I cause you and your family because of my bad choice in life, just because of my
stupid act.” He said he would like to answer her questions “face-to-face.”

In an article in the magazine Crossroads, Mrs. Washington described her reactions to Ron’s
letter. “For years I had wanted to confront this man,” she wrote, “to make sure he understood the
anguish he’d caused. After Corrick went to bed that night, I paced the living room, going over the
photos of my daughter, one by one. ‘Baby, I want to do right by you,’ I whispered, ‘but I know I need
to move on.’ Then to God I pleaded: ‘Isn’t there any way I can do both?’ ”

In the meantime, Jack Cowley, the prison program
director, thinking about both Ron and Mrs. Washington, went
to her home to suggest that she meet with Ron. After
consulting her pastor, she “decided the only answer was to
see Ron Flowers” because, “once I heard what he had to say,
maybe I would be able to put all the pain and anger behind
me.”

Here is Mrs. Washington’s account of what happened next.

* * * * *

What forgiveness brings.

Last October thirteenth [1999] I got up early, fixed Corrick his breakfast as
usual, and took him to school. I want some closure, I thought, as I headed to the
prison with my pastor. But, Lord, I’m going to need your help.

In the Jester II meeting room [at the prison] my pastor showed me to a seat
at the table, then moved back to give me some privacy. The door opened. A young
man in prison whites entered the room. He walked toward me slowly, clutching a
Bible, and sat opposite me. I noticed his hands were shaking as badly as mine.

“I’m Arna Washington.”

“I’m Ron,” he replied, so softly I had to lean forward to hear him.

After consulting her pastor, she
“decided the only answer was to
see Ron Flowers.” She thought,
“Once I heard what he had to
say, maybe I would be able to
put all the pain and anger behind
me.”
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There was an awkward silence.

Then I asked the question only he could answer: “What happened that
night?”

He let out his breath and began. “This guy Carlton came into the apartment.
He wanted drugs, but didn’t have money. My friends started beating on him. He ran
downstairs, and I grabbed a gun and went after him. When the car he came in started
driving off, I panicked. I shot into the car window.”

Ron’s hand clenched his Bible. “I never meant to hurt your daughter, Mrs.
Washington. I’m sorry.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I couldn’t let out all my emotions in front of
this stranger. As a defense, I went into my teacher mode. “Young man, life on the
outside is going to be tough. You can’t hang on to that Bible every minute when you
get out of here,” I said sharply. “You’re going to have to carry the Lord inside you.”

“Forgive him, Mom.” DeDe! I’d know her voice anywhere. Had anyone else
heard? I glanced around.

My pastor was sitting quietly in one corner, the prison director in another.
Ron was silently waiting for me to finish. Those words had been meant for me alone.

That was all God had my baby tell me.
But it was enough.

I pushed back my chair and got up.
“Come here, son” I said.

Warily Ron stood, then came around
to my side of the table. I reached out my arms.
He took a step forward. Then we were
holding each other, weeping together, the
tears putting out the last bitter embers inside
me, washing away the anger I’d been carrying
for too long, and letting the love of the Lord
fill its place.

When we moved apart, I took a good
look at Ron. And I saw the person he’d been
14 years before—a mixed-up young man who
didn’t know what he was doing when he shot
my daughter, who’d probably caused his
mother no end of worry.

“Forgive him, Mom.”

DeDe! I’d know her voice
anywhere. Had anyone else
heard? I glanced around. . . .

“Ron, this may be hard for you
to believe” I said, “but I want
to forgive you. I want to be at
peace with you.”

Ron’s eyes filled again. He
squeezed my hand tightly. “I
want that too” he murmured.

And Jesus said unto him, This
day is salvation come to this
house, forsomuch as he also is a
son of Abraham. Luke 19:9
(KJV)
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“Ron, this may be hard for you to believe” I said, “but I want to forgive you. I
want to be at peace with you.”

Ron’s eyes filled again. He squeezed my hand tightly. “I want that too” he
murmured.

I knew Deirdra would have wanted nothing less.

* * * * *

aith and forgiveness. Later, Mrs. Washington, Rev. Williams, and Ron Flowers each described
this powerful meeting on film.

Mrs. Washington said, “Tears were all over his face. I’d never seen so many tears. They
weren’t just coming from his eyes, they were just coming.” Rev.
Williams wept, too, and remembered, “We were all crying then,
Jack Cowley, myself, Mrs. Washington and Ron was crying at
that time.”

“I never felt so warm and I felt close to God,” Mrs.
Washington said. When she heard her daughter’s voice asking
her to forgive Ron, Mrs. Washington not only did so but also
said to Ron, “I’ll go one step further, I could even, even be your
other mom.”

Ron was overwhelmed. Words would not come. Later,
still at a loss, he said, “And you know, that just really, that just
really – I can’t describe the words. I can’t describe it. That just –
it took a hold to me.”

Soon the four of them were all hugging and singing.

Later Mrs. Washington reflected on that first meeting with Ron. “I went out there for just
closure on Deirdra’s death – what happened that night; I really wanted to know -- what happened.
And instead I found openness that has been beautiful and you know, I feel like I’ve been blessed
every day of my life, really. Ever since I forgave the young man, it just seems like I’ve been blessed.”

Rev. Williams says, “Even though we preach forgiveness as a part of our Christian heritage,
very seldom do we find this kind of forgiveness taking place. She has found peace, the kind of
peace that our lord says surpasses all understanding. If there was just some type of way we could
bottle this and market it, we would be able to change a whole lot of lives in this world because I

F

Arna Washington’s
forgiveness of Ron may seem like it
could only happen once. Her story,
while remarkable, is not unique. The
forgiveness offered by another
mother to the killer of her child is
documented in the film, A Justice
That Heals. This mother also now
thinks of the killer as her own child.
The film is available for free from the
Reentry National Media Outreach
Campaign. This film has an
accompanying study guide.
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really believe that the forgiving spirit that has been witnessed by this lady, this wonderful lady for
this young man, is something that the whole world needs.”

elease. When Ron was released from prison he quickly went to work, taking not one but two
jobs. And his new friend, his mentor, his “other mother,” Mrs. Washington, remained a vital and

sustaining presence in his life. She learned that Ron’s own mother had not visited him in prison. “I
had been told that there had not been anyone out there to see him in all his fourteen and a half years
in prison; and if I had been his mother, I would have been out there to see him. So I just felt like that
he was going to need somebody when he got out.”

She hopes that “he stays clear and free and raises his family. If he does everything right, then
I will feel that my daughter’s death was not in vain.”

And Ron, in awe of the love and forgiveness he has
received, says, “I love her without a doubt. There is nothing in
this world that I wouldn’t do for her. I love this woman. She
took me in her arms and gave me the type of love only a
mother can give a child.”

Mrs. Washington and Ron stayed in touch almost
every other day until her death in 2003.

egacy. Ron Flowers’ and Arna Washington’s story of
reconciliation and forgiveness affected not only Mrs.

Washington’s church but that of others as well.

Her pastor, Rev. Homer Williams, said he had always
been a proponent of reconciliation and forgiveness, but after
seeing Mrs. Washington and Ron at the prison, he came to
believe it. He says there are confirmatory moments that God
gives us, and this was certainly one. Soon he was building
sermons around this story.

Almost the moment she set eyes on Ron in the prison,
Mrs. Washington heard her daughter asking for her to let go
and forgive and she had a sudden epiphany of forgiveness.
Fellow members of her church were not so quick to share her
change of heart, though. She was a beloved founder of their
church, which had been born in her home. As she grieved and
carried her anger forward for fourteen years, they shared it
with her and had felt their own fourteen years of fury over the murder.

R
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Return of the Prodigal Son

"Meanwhile, the older son was in the
field. When he came near the house,
he heard music and dancing. So he
called one of the servants and asked
him what was going on. 'Your brother
has come,' he replied, 'and your
father has killed the fattened calf
because he has him back safe and
sound.'

"The older brother became angry
and refused to go in. So his father
went out and pleaded with him. But
he answered his father, 'Look! All
these years I've been slaving for you
and never disobeyed your orders. Yet
you never gave me even a young goat
so I could celebrate with my friends.
But when this son of yours who has
squandered your property with
prostitutes comes home, you kill the
fattened calf for him!'

" 'My son,' the father said, 'you are
always with me, and everything I
have is yours. But we had to
celebrate and be glad, because this
brother of yours was dead and is
alive again; he was lost and is
found.'" Luke 15: 25-32 (NIV)
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Nonetheless, over time began to see what Rev. Williams says he witnessed: Her “whole
countenance had changed;” she was filled with relief and joy. Her burden had been lifted.
Eventually, just as they had once shared her hurt and anger, members of the congregation again
followed her lead and came to forgive Ron. And they were lifted by the same joy as Mrs.
Washington.

oon after Ron’s release, Mrs. Washington and Ron were speaking to churches all over Texas
about the happiness and peace she had found through forgiving Ron and that he had found in

being forgiven. Before long, other members of her church joined Rev. Williams in his prison ministry.

The program that led Ron Flowers to want to meet Arna Washington was called Sycamore
Tree. It was launched in Ron’s prison by Prison Fellowship Ministries. Sycamore Tree brings small
groups of prisoners together with victims of crime, who serve as surrogates of the actual victims of
the inmates’ crimes. When successful, the program leads inmates to experience responsibility,
remorse, empathy, and repentance. They then have a much reduced chance of recidivism. The
founders of the program hoped that the meetings would bring healing to the inmates and surrogate
victims alike—in fact, that the inmates might be moved to apologize to their actual victims as well.
That’s what happened with Ron.

Sycamore Tree was named after the Gospel story about Zacchaeus, the wealthy, dishonest
tax collector, who, from the branches of a sycamore tree, spied Jesus passing through to Jericho.

Jesus invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house for dinner.
Zacchaeus was so overwhelmed, especially after hearing
the crowd mutter about Jesus dining with a “sinner,” that
Zacchaeus offered half his possessions to the poor and to
repay those he had cheated four-fold. Through forgiveness,
Zacchaeus was reconciled to his community and those he
had harmed.

Prison Fellowship deemed the pilot program a
success and Sycamore Tree has expanded across the globe.
Its approach to reconciliation has even been applied in
Rwanda after the genocide there. John Sage, the brother of

a murder victim, was one of the early volunteer mentors in the Sycamore pilot. He went on to found
Bridges to Life, “predicated on the belief that understanding the impact of crime will spark empathy
and remorse, and diminish the chance that criminals, once released, will commit new crimes.” This
program now has developed reconciliation programs in 22 prison units and jails in Texas, Colorado,
and Louisiana.

Today, Ron Flowers is married and has a family. He has never had another run-in with the law
and he says, modestly, of his life, “It’s just going great.”

S
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The transformative power of forgiveness is brilliantly illuminated in the novel and films Les Miserables.
Jean Valjean, recently released from prison, robs silverware from a local bishop who has given him
food and a bed. When the police capture Valjean and take him to the bishop, the bishop says he had
given Valjean the silver. He adds that he forgot to add the valuable candlesticks he had meant for him
to have. After the police leave, the biship says, “Jean Valjean my brother you no longer belong to evil.
With this silver, I have bought your soul. I've ransomed you from fear and hatred, and now I give you
back to God.”
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As Dr. Robert Franklin, the president of Morehouse College, says, “It is absolutely necessary for
churches to now redefine their role in relation to incarcerated people and ex-inmates in a more
‘outside the wall’ support network and not simply go to prisons to visit or conduct worship
services. That’s too easy. It’s important ministry. It’s important work, but it’s too easy.”

And it is not enough.

He maintains that “there is a significant gap, a moral capital gap, if you will, in the way society
currently manages the plight of our fellow citizens who have paid their debt to society.”

Chapter Two
Why do we care?

he Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor;
he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering
of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, To preach the acceptable year of the

Lord. And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all
them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him. And he began to say unto them, This day is this
scripture fulfilled in your ears. Luke 4:17-19 (KJV)

God's Spirit is on me; he's chosen me to preach the Message of good news to the poor, Sent me to
announce pardon to prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind,

To set the burdened and battered free, to announce,
"This is God's year to act!" (The Message)

We believe that same Spirit is on us, too.

T



W H A T S H A L L W E T H E N D O ? A G u i d e a n d K i t f o r C r e a t i n g H e a l i n g C o m m u n i t i e s

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter Two: Why Do We Care? 18 June 2008

America’s record on imprisonment
.S. criminal justice policies, particularly sentencing and drug policies, are sending millions into
jails and prison each year. In 2005, 733,009 people went to prison just as Ron Flowers did in

1984. But, by the Grace of God, it could be any one of us.

We care because these are our children, our families, our neighbors; we are talking about
ourselves. We care because it is our mission to care. Our work cannot stop inside the walls of the
church, or fail to reach inside prison walls. It is our duty to make disciples of all nations, teaching
them to observe all things that Jesus commanded. (Matthew 28:19-20).

Incarceration is engulfing our communities -- swamping neighborhoods with men and
women who have been scorned and rejected, tossed to and fro with every wave of hardened hearts
and hostile public policies.

These men and women are our brothers and sisters and are gathering outside our doors.
Their numbers are growing. And there has been no room in the inn – not for them.

We hear their voices. We want you to see them, hear them, and welcome them to their
home in the church.

America imprisons its people at a rate that surpasses any other nation on earth, including
Iran, Iraq, Russia, China, all the nations
of Africa, and all of the nations of
Europe. And the sentences are getting
longer, not shorter. In 2006, over 7.2
million people were on probation, in jail or
prison, or on parole at yearend 2006 --
3.2% of all U.S. adult residents or 1 in every
31 adults.

The U.S., with 5 percent of the
world’s population, has 25 percent of
the world’s prisoners.

Ron Flowers is just one of
those who have been incarcerated. In
all likelihood, someone in your
congregation or a member of their
family is among the anonymous seven hundred thousand facing incarceration or the even more
anonymous two million currently serving time.

According to the federal Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 1980, people incarcerated in U.S.
federal and state prisons and jails numbered 501,886. By 2006, that number reached 2,336,871 –
that’s nearly a five-fold increase in just one generation.

U

672,000 People Released from Prisons in
2004

Source: The Urban Institute, 2007. Based on BJS National Prisoner Statistics.
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The number of people being released from prison
each year has correspondingly exploded.

Population growth cannot explain the enormous
growth of the prison population. During the same 25-year
period of a 500 percent growth in the prison population, the
US population grew by only 4 percent. Nor is it attributable
to an increase in “index crimes,” that is, violent crimes such
as murder, rape, and robbery, and property crimes such as
burglary and motor vehicle theft. In 1980, index crimes
totaled 13,408,300 nationally (5,950 per 100,000 people); but
by 2002, index crimes had dropped to 11,877,218 (4,118 per
100,000).

Nationally, over $60 billion is spent on prisons and
jails each year. But that money is spent almost exclusively on
the basics of custody, control, and confinement. As prisons
have grown, programs to address the rehabilitation needs of
prisoners have diminished, in real numbers and even more
dramatically in terms of the percentage of prisoners
receiving such services.

The costs borne by the federal, state and local
governments – and to families and communities -- to sustain
this growth of prisons is enormous.

In some areas of cities, more than a million dollars are
being spent to incarcerate the residents of just one block.
Aren’t there other and better uses of that money?
Congressman Robert Scott of Virginia reflected on other
ways that money could be used when he testified in October
2007 in favor of the Second Chance Act. He looked at the
“impact in Virginia of the lost opportunities associated with
the ‘tough-on-crime’ sound byte ‘abolish parole’.” This policy
choice, he pointed out, cost Virginia taxpayers “$2.2 billion to
build new prisons and about a billion in annual operating
costs.” He calculated the number of projects that could have
been supported with the money – projects from Boys and
Girls Clubs, summer jobs, summer-camp scholarships, after-
school programs, college scholarships – projects that would
have served to prevent crime.

Responding to the Crisis of Mass
Incarceration

Rev. Patricia Watkins is a pastor
and community organizer on the
South Side of Chicago. She got
involved in the issue of mass
incarceration and reintegration as
a matter of public safety.
“Currently, ex-offenders return to
communities with little to no
resources or options,” she points
out. “This creates a bastion for
crime, violence, and unsafe
conditions. Because of these
issues, our community remains in
a constant volatile state. In fact,
every community is affected in
some way by the tragic conditions
under which the ex-offender
returns.”

Watkins recounts her
engagement. She was “outraged
by the sheer number of people of
color negatively impacted by the
criminal justice system, the mass
incarceration of young African-
American males, and the
deafening silence from the
broader community. It was our
hope and prayer that somehow
we could reverse the negative
impact that the criminal justice
system has on our communities.

“Though we were limited in
knowledge, we believed that we
had a responsibility try
something.
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Criminal justice involvement and incarceration disproportionately impacts racial minorities,
particularly African Americans.

This phenomenon is acknowledged by the Justice Department’s Bureau of Justice Statistics:

At midyear 2006 more black men (836,800) were in custody in State or Federal prison or local
jail than white men (718,100) or Hispanic men (426,900). Black men comprised 41% of the more
than 2 million men in custody, and black men age 20 to 29 comprised 15.5% of all men in custody
on June 30, 2006.

Relative to their numbers in the general population, about 4.8% of all black men were in custody
at midyear 2006, compared to about 0.7% of white men and 1.9% of Hispanic men. Overall, black
men were incarcerated at 6.5 times the rate of white men. The incarceration rate for black men
was highest among black men age 25 to 29. About 11.7% of black males in this age group were
incarcerated on June 30, 2006. Across age groups black men were between 5.7 and 8.5 times
more likely than white men to be incarcerated.

Inmate data from one county make this phenomenon particularly vivid. Of the people from
Cook County in Illinois’ prisons in 2005, 91.4 percent serving prison time for class 4 drug crime
convictions were black. Eighty-six of these inmates were white; 2,110 were black.

While the number of African Americans and Latinos
incarcerated is significantly disproportionate to their populations, the
disparity is even more glaring among juveniles. In 2002, the federal
government reported that while Blacks made up 16 percent of the
juvenile population, they constituted 29 percent of the juvenile
caseload. Conversely, white youth accounted for the largest number
of detentions but when compared to other ethnic groups were the
least likely to be confined.

Some of the racial disparity is attributed to unevenly enforced
drug laws and laws that mandate harsher punishments for crack
cocaine than powder cocaine.

Even our federal government has voiced its concern; it has
developed an office of Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) in the Department of Justice.
(Initially, DMC stood for Disproportionate Minority Confinement.) Many of those concerned cite the
example of the suburban police officer who picks up a young person and takes him or her home to
report the transgression to parents, thus keeping the youth out of the criminal justice system. The
inner-city youth, by contrast, is taken straight to the police station for processing. The facts of the
Jena 6 case also illustrate this terrible problem.

C

“The U.S. Sentencing
Commission has reported
that 73 percent of federal
crack defendants have
only low-level
involvement in drug
activity, such as street-
level dealers, couriers or
lookouts.” (Pat Nolan and
J.C. Watts, editorial for
the Washington Times)
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isparate impacts on the
communities of returning

citizens. As we saw by the
mapping of the places of
return from prison, poor
African American
neighborhoods receive the
bulk of returning prisoners.

These communities
often do not have the
resources to address the
myriad problems the returning
citizens face.

percent of the people
sent to prison will be

released one day. Currently,
the rate of release from
prisons alone is over 650,000
prison inmates per year. But individuals are not being prepared for success upon release, for two-
thirds of prisoners will be arrested again for new crimes within three years of their release.

The question is this: Will we welcome these returning citizens home or reject
them with scorn and derision? Or, more mildly, just ignore them?

ot all churches embrace the family of a criminal defendant or prisoner. Witness the sadly not
uncommon struggle a woman endured when her husband was arrested on drug trafficking

charges. Ann Edenfield’s book, Family Arrested, recounts how the church did not even contact her,
let alone support her, after the media made headlines of her husband’s arrest. Making things worse,
after she finally found a church that welcomed her and her children, the pastor was replaced just as
her husband was about to be released from prison. The new pastor gave Ann cruel and painful news,
saying to her, “I can no longer be your pastor.”

In welcoming these returning citizens and their families, by contrast, a congregation takes
action very much like caring for the sick and their families through visitation and support. After all,
says Rev. Dr. DeeDee Coleman, "Both issues are in the same text in Matthew 25."

D
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he policies resulting in mass arrests and incarceration impact people far longer than a term of
imprisonment – the consequences of a criminal conviction last a lifetime. Over one in four

working age people in the US have a criminal record. That’s over 47 million Americans with a
criminal history. Not all of these people have spent time in prison, but 13 million Americans are either
now behind bars or have been convicted of a felony. All of these people suffer from some or all of
the hundreds of collateral consequences of their criminal records, not the least of which is the
proliferation of employment restrictions, especially those created by state and local government and
imposed on both public- and private-sector employment.

Returning citizens are members of civil society, and in Healing Communities they are
members of church families that offer pastoral care as well as tangible support such as help finding
housing, employment, and education. We seek to uphold and strengthen returning citizens by
encountering them first as members of their flocks.

amilies, too, are devastated by arrest and incarceration. The number of children and other
family members affected by incarceration is nearly incalculable. In 1999, the federal Bureau of

Justice Statistics estimated that 1.5 million children had a parent in prison or jail. Since that time, the
number of people incarcerated has increased by 21 percent; if the percentage of people in prison
who are parents has remained constant, then there now are over 1.8 million children with
incarcerated parents. The number of other family members affected is enormous.

These families are affected by the arrest and incarceration in countless ways – from
emotional issues including anger, fear, shame and humiliation, to economic hardship due to lost
income or even a family member’s loss of his job because of the toll taken on the individual due to
the crime. These issues, unless addressed, can spiral into even worse crises -- from losing the family’s
stature and comfort in the community to losing their housing.

Just as those who are arrested and incarcerated need love, support and spiritual guidance,
so, too, do their families.

ut aren’t these the very people who have preyed on our communities?

They are. But they are also our children, our fathers, our mothers, our brothers, our sisters,
our aunts and our uncles, our nieces and nephews, our cousins. And they are members, citizens, of
our communities.

A person’s commission of a crime, even a heinous crime, a crime that makes you shudder and
cringe, does not erase his humanity. Instead, it invites the stirring up of the many strengths of our
faith. It is an invitation to love, to forgiveness and to mercy. As one pastor asked, “Do we serve
justice by destroying another person and taking their humanity away?”

T
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Jesus responded to Peter’s
exasperated question of how much
forgiveness he must offer to one
who has sinned against him --not
just seven times, as Peter
rhetorically suggested as if to say,
You can’t mean that much, but
Jesus said no, “until seventy times
seven.” Later, at the Last Supper,
he laid down a commandment,
“That ye love one another; as I
have loved you, that ye also love
one another.”

The people who commit crimes against people in our communities indeed cause harm. Often
grave harm. But shunning them is not the same as shunning the crime or shunning crime itself.

The most often heard complaint about loving and forgiving one who has done wrong is that
it is the moral equivalent of approving his actions. To love, accept, forgive and not judge such a
person is seen as expressing approval of what he is doing or has done -- of sanctioning the act. If the
person who has done harm is loved, it is feared, his actions will appear to be loved. Some wonder, if
I love him, do I want to see the whole world love him, and if the whole world loves him, will they not
then somehow just be building him up to do more harm? If, they ask, I do not judge and condemn
him, do I not sanction his heinous acts? Is this not moral relativism, the slippery slope of “anything

goes” that makes no action wrong? Is it not true that some people
will never be redeemed and that condemning them is the only way
not only to stop their evil but send a message to others that such acts
are wrong and will not be tolerated?

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. understood the
distinction between condemning the act and condemning the actor.
He called for forgiveness even after-- indeed, especially after-- the
most horrific acts of violence.

Dr. King resolved the problem of forgiveness by separating
the acts that he condemned from the people who had done them. He
railed against segregation and the violence done in pursuit of its
preservation. But he did not rail against those perpetrating the
violence. He did not condemn them. He sought to love them.

In a sermon at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 1957, he preached about loving your
enemies. In reading this excerpt from the sermon, think of the “enemy” as the member of the
congregation or a member of her family that the church might be tempted to shun after the
commission of a terrible crime.

Love has within it a redemptive power. And there is a power
there that eventually transforms individuals. That’s why Jesus
says, "Love your enemies." Because if you hate your enemies,
you have no way to redeem and to transform your enemies.
But if you love your enemies, you will discover that at the very
root of love is the power of redemption. You just keep loving
people and keep loving them, even though they’re
mistreating you. Here’s the person who is a neighbor, and this person is doing
something wrong to you and all of that. Just keep being friendly to that person. Keep
loving them. Don’t do anything to embarrass them. Just keep loving them, and they
can’t stand it too long.

Love has within it a
redemptive power. And
there is a power there that
eventually transforms
individuals.
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 1957.
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If each congregation reached out to just two people about to go to prison, or two
coming home from prison, or six people incarcerated, then every man, woman and
youth facing the pain of imprisonment and the challenge of coming home would be
cared for.

Oh, they react in many ways in the beginning. They react with bitterness because
they’re mad because you love them like that. They react with guilt feelings, and
sometimes they’ll hate you a little more at that transition period, but just keep loving
them.

And by the power of your love they will break down under the load. That’s love, you see.
It is redemptive, and this is why Jesus says love. There’s something about love that
builds up and is creative. There is something about hate that tears down and is
destructive. So love your enemies.

Mrs. Washington, and eventually her congregation, too, learned this first hand. She
was transformed by the redemptive power of forgiveness and she, and they, were filled with
joy.

What is the unique contribution a congregation can make
to address this crisis?

ongregations can help make their communities safer, while also deepening and strengthening
their faith and the bonds among one another. They can heal the hurting and the exiled; love the

stranger as well as those whom all have held in scorn and contempt.

It can start by reaching out to just one person in your congregation. Or one family. That’s all
it takes because that person’s or that family’s sorrows and struggles, when embraced by the church,
will illuminate not only what must be done to help them but also the many problems with the system
and how it needs to be changed.

When Ron shot Deirdra, no one could have guessed that the lives of so many would be
transformed by Mrs. Washington and her church’s response to the event.

A 2000, Independent Sector report found that in 1997 there were more than 353,000
congregations in the United States.

This is just one aspect of the work of moving from faith to action. A community of faith can
support the person accused, the victim of crime, and the families of both. By not taking sides, by not

C
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blaming but forgiving, it can create a climate that fosters reconciliation and redemption. Beyond
spiritual and psychological support, it can use its own social networks to support the families in
material and practical ways.

As Ron’s and Mrs. Washington’s story further demonstrates, this work strengthens the
congregation and its relations among one another, and it deepens the members’ faith.
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Chapter Three
Creating a Healing Community: The Role of Pastors

s the spiritual leader, the shepherd of your flock, you are called upon to provide vision and leadership
for this critical ministry.

Whether yours is a small storefront church or a mega-
church, or any in between, your church is a source of abundant
assets. You can lead and do this work. “Any church can . . .
Every church should” become a Station of Hope.

Return to the seven questions where we began:

1. Am I, as a Christian, ashamed of my own family
member who is incarcerated? If so, what am I ashamed
of?

2. Why are we so ashamed of those who commit crimes
in our communities?

3. What are we afraid of and why?

4. How do we, as a community, move beyond denial?

5. What does John 20:23 say about our behavior?

Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they are
retained. (KJV)

"If you forgive someone's sins, they're gone for good. If you don't forgive sins, what are you going to
do with them?" (The Message)

6. Are you visiting your family member in prison? What does Matthew 25:43-45 say about visiting
him/her?

I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye
visited me not. Then shall they also answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee anhungered, or
athirst, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister unto thee? Then shall he
answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did
it not to me. (KJV)

I was a stranger and you did not welcome Me and entertain Me, I was naked and you did not clothe
Me, I was sick and in prison and you did not visit Me with help and ministering care. Then they also [in
their turn] will answer, Lord, when did we see You hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in
prison, and did not minister to You? And He will reply to them, Solemnly I declare to you, in so far as
you failed to do it for the least [in the estimation of men] of these, you failed to do it for Me. (AMP)

A
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7. What shall we then say to these things?

Having reflected on these questions, you need to create a safe and secure environment for the work to
begin to transform your church into a Station of Hope.

This section will answer questions about engaging a church in ministering to people involved in the
criminal justice system and offer some suggestions for engaging your congregation in the creation of a Station
of Hope.

How can I lead my congregation toward engagement?

ut now thus saith the LORD that created thee, O Jacob, and he that formed thee, O Israel, Fear not: for I
have redeemed thee, I have called thee by thy name; thou art mine. When thou passest through the

waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through
the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee. For I am the LORD thy God, the
Holy One of Israel, thy Saviour: I gave Egypt for thy ransom, Ethiopia and Seba for thee. Since thou wast
precious in my sight, thou hast been honourable, and I have loved thee: therefore will I give men for thee, and
people for thy life. Isaiah 43:1-3 (KJV)

When You're Between a Rock and a Hard Place

But now, God's Message, the God who made you in the first place, Jacob,
the One who got you started, Israel:

"Don't be afraid, I've redeemed you.
I've called your name. You're mine.

When you're in over your head, I'll be there with you.
When you're in rough waters, you will not go down.

When you're between a rock and a hard place,
it won't be a dead end—

Because I am God, your personal God,
The Holy of Israel, your Savior.

I paid a huge price for you:
all of Egypt, with rich Cush and Seba thrown in!

That's how much you mean to me!
That's how much I love you!

I'd sell off the whole world to get you back,
trade the creation just for you.

Isaiah 43:1-3 (Message)

We know from the Scripture that God is already involved in this work. Let’s join God and get started.
We have some suggestions for embarking on this mission.

B
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Offer and provide your leadership to the disciples in this work.

As a leader in your community, you likely know other pastors, churches, faith-based organizations,
community-based organizations seeking to address this crisis. If there are, you may have not only

partners in this work, but could create a prayer circle of similarly concerned pastors who regularly meet and
support one another’s growth of this ministry.

Just as the process of redemption and reconciliation takes a community of believers to help with
reintegration, the enormity of the challenges of reconciliation often requires pastors and institutions to come
together to support one another in this healing work. This is why we propose the formation of “prayer
circles,” composed of prison ministries, men’s ministries, prayer ministries and outreach ministries to support
one another in this work.

During the Civil Rights Movement, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his staff always sought to
organize congregations to work together for change. It was their belief that if congregations came together
for mutual support in light of the daunting odds before them, they stood a better chance in their move toward
social change. Churches could work together, pray together (for this is a spiritual calling) and share resources
as they approached their mission.

So, too, do we believe that the Civil Rights Movement of the 21st Century requires a coming together of
pastors and congregations who are working to support their members affected by the criminal justice system.

The pastors and churches can learn from one another in their work. Pastors can pray for and support
each other as they take on the awesome task of leadership in this ministry.

Being part of a cluster of churches -- a “prayer circle of churches”-- strengthens the witness of each
congregation, provides a context for accountability between churches, and gives a greater visibility to the
initiative in the larger community. One church can serve as a lead congregation - a Station of Hope - that can
recruit other congregations in the work, that all might grow to be serious agents of reconciliation and
redemption.

Do we have to set up a program or charter a nonprofit to do this work? Should
we be seeking funding?

o, No, and No. Our hope is that in inventorying your strengths and assets, you will realize that such
programs, structures and funding are not necessary. We are creating this manual partly because we

realize that the government and foundations will never provide the funding to reach all the inmates, their
families and victims of crime. The numbers are simply too overwhelming and the political will to make this a
high priority is simply not there.

10

11
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Securing funding is a time-consuming, wearying and often fruitless gamble; there are few dollars
available and too many organizations competing for them. However, creating a Healing Community within
your own church is no gamble at all. You can only win.

Of course, this does not preclude your partnering with existing programs to learn from them and to
grow in your sophistication and awareness of the needs of prisoners, victims and their families.

You have the faith and the love. Therefore, you have the ready capacity to do this work.
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In many instances, regardless of whether the person is a defendant, family member or victim,
the core of the care to be offered is similar – providing love and support is necessary regardless of
how the person has been affected by the crime. However,
there are important nuances because the forms of support
will depend on the specific needs of the individuals. This part
walks through those specific needs of the person accused or
convicted of a crime.

Offer to help early – at the time of arrest. An arrest is
devastating for the defendant and his family.

Starting the engagement with the prisoner upon his
arrest is important because that is when fear and trembling is
most stark and the need for support the greatest. The
relationships formed at that point can be built upon and
deepened as the person moves through the criminal justice
process – to prison and (in most cases) the eventual return
home.

While congregations and people of faith are
increasing their engagement with people in prison and
coming home from prison, few recognize the important role
of helping at the beginning of the criminal justice process.

Find out about the correspondence, telephoning, and
visiting rules. Jail and prison correspondence, telephone
calls and visits are strictly regulated. The rules generally

distinguish between approved visitors and community
volunteers.

Visitors can’t just show up at the door. The officials –
federal, state or local, depending on who runs the facility –
make up the rules and the rules must be followed. Rules for
prison visits are available on the websites of the federal
Bureau of Prisons (for federal prisons), most state
departments of corrections (for state prisons) and many local

2

3

And the scribes and Pharisees
brought unto him a woman taken in
adultery; and when they had set her
in the midst, They say unto him,
Master, this woman was taken in
adultery, in the very act. Now
Moses in the law commanded us,
that such should be stoned: but
what sayest thou? This they said,
tempting him, that they might have
to accuse him. But Jesus stooped
down, and with his finger wrote on
the ground, as though he heard
them not. So when they continued
asking him, he lifted up himself, and
said unto them, He that is without
sin among you, let him first cast a
stone at her. And again he stooped
down, and wrote on the ground.
And they which heard it, being
convicted by their own conscience,
went out one by one, beginning at
the eldest, even unto the last: and
Jesus was left alone, and the woman
standing in the midst. When Jesus
had lifted up himself, and saw none
but the woman, he said unto her,
Woman, where are those thine
accusers? hath no man condemned
thee? She said, No man, Lord. And
Jesus said unto her, Neither do I
condemn thee: go, and sin no more.

John 8:4-11. (KJV)
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jails. Chaplains also sometimes provide training or
materials on these rules.

Breaking the rules (for instance, the visitor
dress code) can result in denial of permission to
visit.

CAUTION: Once on an individual’s visitor
list, you may be precluded from volunteering at that
prison. FIND OUT THE RULES BEFORE MAKING YOUR FIRST VISIT.

Introduce yourself and work with the prison or jail chaplain. Sometimes the chaplain can be
very helpful in navigating the prison system and its rules, can identify resources and can help
you look out for the person you are caring for.

Also, the chaplain often is in charge of volunteer services; sometimes, these services are the
bulk of or the only services provided to inmates because funding has been cut so deeply.

Write letters and offer to accept phone calls. The relationship can begin with letters, which are
treasured by people in prison. Some receive none. One of the great advantages of letters is that
they can be read again and again. In that respect, letters can have more lingering impact than a

visit.

Don’t get personal – don’t scent the letter with perfume; don’t try to build a personal
relationship with the inmate. Romantic and sexual letters can result in visitation or program
termination. Remember, once the letter reaches the correctional facility, it is read and becomes the
property of corrections. Some prison ministries suggest that letters from inmates to those in the

congregation corresponding with him be sent to the address of the church rather
than to their homes. Letters to the prisoner must speak to the Word.

When a person is in jail or prison, often the only way they can telephone
someone is to make a collect call. Some facilities are changing these rules to
allow inmates to buy much less expensive calling cards, but many still require
collect calling. The calls are the prisoner’s lifeline (note: they are monitored). The
call may be made just to hear a warm embracing voice, it may be to ask for help

for a family member in crisis, and it may be because the prisoner is in fear for his own well-being and
needs an advocate in seeking help. Accepting these calls is an act of fellowship.

CAUTION: Collect calls from correctional facilities may be very expensive -- far more
expensive than regular collect calls. It is important to put limits on the minutes and frequency of the
calls. Even if the person your congregation seeks to assist had no contact with the congregation
for many years (or never has), it is still not too late to create a healing relationship with a person who
has long been confined in prison.

4
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Note to the reader:

This chapter is organized in order of the
person or persons to whom you are
ministering, not in order of priority. Part
One covers your work with defendants,
prisoners and returning citizens. Part Two
covers their families and Part Three covers
victims of crime.
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Visit the person in jail or prison. If a correspondence develops, ask if you can be included on the
visitor list of the person you want to visit. Be aware that prisoners are usually allowed a limited

number of hours of visitation per month and that the prisoner’s family, if they are visiting him, too,
takes priority. Don’t let your time interfere with theirs.

Tell him he is loved. Show him compassion and mercy.
And forgiveness.

Understand that once you arrive at a prison facility, you
may have a long wait until you can begin the visit. Also, on
occasion, the visit may be denied due to something happening
inside the prison or with the prisoner that day.

Although a visit to a jail or prison will never reveal most of
what goes on inside a prison, a visit can at least help the visitor
glimpse the day-to-day life being led inside, enhancing the
visitor’s compassion for the prisoner.

Expect some tension during the first few visits. New
relationships are always a bit tense. What will he think of me? What will I think of him? The

prison environment enlarges these ordinary concerns.

At the start, the person you are visiting needs your peace to calm both your own fears and
his. The first visit can often be very stressful for the prisoner and the visitor. If it’s the visitor’s first
experience inside prison walls, the harsh clanging doors, the surveillance equipment, the security

6
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Preparing for the Prison Visit

Find a place of peace and calm
through prayer before entering the
facility.

You will guard him and keep him in
perfect and constant peace whose
mind [both its inclination and its
character] is stayed on You, because
he commits himself to You, leans on
You, and hopes confidently in You.
Isa.26:3 (AMP)

I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me
not. Then shall they also answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, or athirst, or a stranger, or
naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister unto thee? Then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto
you, Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me. Matthew 25: 43-45 (KJV)

I was a stranger and you did not welcome Me and entertain Me, I was naked and you did not clothe Me, I was
sick and in prison and you did not visit Me [lwith help and ministering care. Then they also [in their turn] will
answer, Lord, when did we see You hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not
minister to You? And He will reply to them, Solemnly I declare to you, in so far as you failed to do it for the least
[in the estimation of men] of these, you failed to do it for Me. Matthew 25: 43-45 (AMP)

Thou therefore, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things that thou hast heard of
me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also. 2

Timothy 2: 1-2 (KJV)
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procedures and the hardened faces of both prisoners and staff can combine to create quite an
intimidating experience.

Every visit has some kind of tension – especially first ones. Tension can also be high if the
visitor did not have a relationship with the person prior to his incarceration. If you are visiting the son

of a friend in your congregation, for example, such a visit is quite
different from a visit from one of his parents or a sibling.

The fact that you are there is so positive, that the tension will
likely abate. By showing up you have already broken through and
opened the door to healing.
Eventually, you will be called
on to talk more deeply and
to engage more fully.

Be present. And listen.

The person locked in a jail or prison needs to be
heard. Really heard.

In most prisons, inmates are not always respected
and their dignity is damaged. Rarely are they treated in a
loving manner. Rarely are they referred to by name.
Some prisons refer to the people confined there as
“offenders,” sometimes by their numbers. Inmates’
concerns and fears are rarely expressed, both because
they are likely to be rebuffed or ignored and because
expressing them may seem to be a sign of weakness.

Your visit can counter this brutal darkness with
light. It can serve to remind prisoners of their humanity.
And you can provide what the prisoner has been deprived
of: compassionate listening. Without prying, give him an
opportunity to talk about his day-to-day life in the prison,
his worries and his needs. It may be that you and your
congregation can help to fill some of his unmet needs.

These visits can lead to a valuable relationship in
which the visitor establishes a lasting, nurturing and guiding relationship with the incarcerated
person.

8

For a chilling description of
contemporary prison conditions,
read the Final Report of the
Commission on Safety and Abuse
in America’s Prisons online at
http://www.prisoncommission.org

.
Prisoners “are sneered at with venom.”

Pat Nolan, now the vice president of
Prison Fellowship and the leader of its
policy reform arm, Justice Fellowship,
was the Republican leader of the
California Assembly when he was
convicted of bribery. A strong and
confident man, he nonetheless felt
brutalized by his experience in prison.
"You're an amputee, cut off from family,
community, job, church, and, with your
stump still bleeding, you're tossed into
this boiling cauldron of anger, hatred,
bitterness, sexual repression, and you're
totally disrespected — screamed at -- by
officers all the time," Pat says.

"You are sneered at with venom and told
repeatedly, 'You ain't got nothing
coming.' The implication is that you are
nothing, you've come from nothing and
you will be nothing. You are worthless.
You have no future. None."
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Offer to be present at the defendant’s court appearances. The Civil Rights Movement has
taught us that the significant presence or absence of supporters can affect the outcome of a

case. This is the first step toward healing as well.

If an alternative to incarceration is an option (or if later in the process, a community-based
sentence is an option), the church can create a place for such options to be realized.

Help the defendant in preparing for his legal defense or sentencing. Most people accused
of crimes cannot afford an attorney. The law requires that the court appoint an attorney to

represent the accused for free. In most cities, the public defender’s office handles the bulk of such
cases. But typically these lawyers are overworked and handle huge caseloads, which means that not
a lot of work will go into the case.

Not every congregation has an experienced criminal defense attorney among its
membership that can be tapped to help in a case of a member of the congregation. But the informal
networks of the people in the congregation may well lead to the identification of such a person in
the community that can help your congregation’s accused get the help he or she needs.

The congregation can also help the lawyer (whether the public defender or a private lawyer)
prepare the case. If the crime took place in the neighborhood of the congregation, the members
may help identify witnesses or support frightened witnesses come forward to testify. It can also
help line up character witnesses and letters of support addressed to the judge presiding over the
sentencing.

Hold the prisoner accountable for what he has done.

Ron came to apologize to Mrs. Washington for the pain he had caused. To apologize first

requires acknowledgment of the offense causing the pain.

Mrs. Washington needed Ron to hear about the suffering his act
had caused her family – not in general terms, but in the terrible
specifics. She needed Ron to know exactly what he had done so
that he could hold himself accountable for it.

However, many who are in jail or out on bond pending
trial are reluctant to acknowledge responsibility, lest it interfere
with their plea of not guilty. This may persist even after trial and
all appeals have been exhausted.

Recall the many, many visits and prayers Sister Prejean
offered Poncelet in the film Dead Man Walking before he could be
redeemed by acknowledging his responsibility for the murder.

Redemption requires accountability; and for those who

9
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The film Dead Man

Walking, based on the ministry
of Sister Helen Prejean to death
row inmates, provides a vivid
glimpse of what is involved in
visiting a prisoner and
establishing a relationship with
him. A number of study guides
have been developed for
viewers of this film. One helpful
one can be found on this
website:
http://www.ocadp.org/films.htm
l
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will be coming home from prison one day, accountability is the first step toward successful
reintegration. To be accountable, one must acknowledge the wounded (the victim, family, and
community). Restoration does not negate restitution.

That said, accountability cannot be forced. A relationship with a prisoner can be quickly
shredded by a demand for confession or a demand for an apology. The visitor needs to stand strong
in his mercy and forgiveness, make no demands, and let the person’s acknowledgment arise in its
own time.

In some cases, of course, the person is not guilty in
fact. But it can be difficult to tell the difference. The feigned
victim and the real victim may sound the same– they both
may argue that they have been railroaded by the system, their
lawyers were rotten, they are being scapegoated or they are
the prey of a determined (or lazy) plot to pin blame for the
crime on the wrong person.

But even the true victim of such a plot may be able
one day to acknowledge that, even if it is not his fault, his
situation is causing others to suffer.

Forgive him. And encourage his forgiveness of
himself.

Forgiveness must precede healing. As the story of
Mrs. Washington’s forgiveness of Ron makes clear, forgiveness is less about the person forgiven
than the freeing of the heart of the person offering forgiveness. One can only be untethered and
unfettered from the harm and pain by releasing through forgiveness. Forgiveness is the essence of
Christ. “Forgive them,” He said, “for they know not what they do.”

Forgiveness is a command by the Lord, and anything he commands us to do, we are able to
do. If we are not willing to do it, the Holy Spirit will guide and allow forgiving beyond our fear and
pain. Forgiveness, as Mrs. Washington saw, will happen when our pain outweighs our fear. (Shout
here!) “Perfect love casts out fear.”

12

I ask you to forgive your brothers
the sins and the wrongs they
committed in treating you so badly.
Genesis 50:17 (NIV)

And become useful and helpful and
kind to one another, tenderhearted
(compassionate, understanding,
loving-hearted), forgiving one
another [readily and freely], as God
in Christ forgave you. Ephesians
4:32 (AMP)

You cannot move forward by looking in the rearview mirror.
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Identify supportive resources (e.g., education, training, treatment) in the prison and in the
communities neighboring the prison.

Throughout the country, states have scaled back funding of prison programs – educational,
vocational, and treatment. Into this vacuum have come volunteer programs, each of which has to be
approved by the prison where they are conducted. Because there is often a rather informal
structure to such programs, they are rarely mandated and, often as not, not known to all the
prisoners who are eligible to take advantage of them.

A congregation could do some research and sleuthing to identify the formal programs, the
volunteer programs, and possibilities of new programs being developed by communities neighboring
the prison. Such an inventory might suggest that their friend in prison could benefit from the
program and might need an advocate with prison officials to get him in it.

The congregation might also find correspondence courses that would be interesting to and
relevant to their friend’s goals, and then help him find the
support necessary to enroll in such courses.

Help in preparing for release from prison.

Although departments of corrections lately are
increasingly recognizing that part of their job is to help

inmates prepare for release and successful reintegration, most do
not actually do very much toward that goal. Indeed, some people
are actually “frog-walked” in shackles from segregation to the
prison gate; imagine how prepared such a person is for
reintegration.

Most people are released from prison with a small
amount of money (often in the form of a check despite the fact
that they do not have the I.D. necessary to cash it) and a bus
ticket home. In some instances, the release happens suddenly
(the paperwork is finally completed) and sometimes in the middle
of the night.

The person is dropped off at a bus station teeming with
people ready to tempt or re-engage the person in a criminal
lifestyle. Women released from prison in this way are particularly
vulnerable. Women are the least likely to be met at the gate by
friends or family members and when they get off the bus, they are readily identified by the pathetic
paper bag of personal possessions they were allowed to take out of prison. Pimps and drug dealers
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The Reentry National Media

Outreach Campaign distributes
the documentary Road to Return
and an accompanying discussion
guide.

The award-winning film, narrated
by Tim Robbins, profiles both
people who have committed
crimes and crime victims, and
addresses the complex, unique
needs of prisoners returning to
society and trying desperately,
often heroically, to go straight. It
provides a sobering – and at the
same time uplifting – view of life
as seen through the eyes of a
number of men and women who
have become caught in the vicious
circle of poverty, crime,
incarceration, release, return to
crime, and return to prison.

www.reentrymediaoutreach,org
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virtually lunge at these women at the station. Having nowhere to go and no one to turn to, they may
well accept these invitations to return to crime if someone is not there to offer an alternative.

Help in the preparation of a release / discharge plan (a transition accountability plan).

Often inmates spend years with no rehabilitative services, virtually vegetating. When nothing
has been done to prepare a person for release, his or her likelihood of success upon release is

not great.

Even if the prison staff helps inmates prepare a
discharge plan, it may have a lot of blanks that need to be

filled in. Members of
the congregation who
have befriended the
inmate can help fill in
those blanks

The team of
members from the

congregation supporting the person in prison can start by
figuring out who is doing what in the community that can
help people coming out of prison. Is there a comprehensive
prisoner reentry program? Is there a program that helps
people with criminal records get jobs? Are there drug
treatment programs that could help him? If he has mental
health problems, what programs or agencies are involved in
this work? Who provides housing for people coming home
from prison?

Filling in the blanks for one person’s plan can be a
start in creating a resource directory that people in the
congregation could use to help others as well.

Help establish realistic expectations. Before filling in
the details of the discharge plan, it is important to

counsel the prisoner about what it is reasonable and not
reasonable to expect upon release. The family may or may
not welcome him with open arms. Getting and keeping a job
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The Reentry National Media
Outreach Campaign also distributes
the documentary Omar and Pete with
an accompanying discussion guide.
This film is an unflinching view of the
journey of reentry and reintegration of
two African American men with similar
long histories of being in and out of
prison and struggling with drug
addiction. It explores both the issue of
personal responsibility and society’s
responsibility for their tragic lives, as
well as the web of social and economic
barriers that low-income African-
American men face in the context of
incarceration and release. It also
examines existing support structures,
and those that are needed, to help
former prisoners successfully reenter
their families and neighborhoods.

The film and its epilogue do an
excellent job of illuminating how
developing realistic expectations can
make the difference between success
and failure upon reentry.
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can be very challenging.

It is critical to keep in mind that you promise only what you are certain you can deliver.

Just making the transition from a world where decisions are made for you to one in which
decisions must be made by you is often one the toughest challenges. People speak of some
prisoners becoming “institutionalized.” They become so much a part of the world of the prison that
it becomes the only place understandable as “home” to the inmate.

One of the classic portrayals of institutionalization is seen in the movie Shawshank
Redemption. Brooks, an elderly man who has served as the prison librarian for many of his 50 years in
prison, is granted parole. Told he could leave, he threatens to slit the throat of another inmate so he
will be forced to stay in prison. His friends intervene, and no one is harmed. His friends try to
understand why Brooks would do such a thing. Red, another inmate who has been there for a long,
long time explains, “These walls are funny. First, you hate them, then you get used to them. Enough
time passes . . . you get so you depend on them. That's institutionalized.”

Brooks is released. Even with the parole board’s help in finding him a halfway house and a
job, he cannot function in the world. He simply does not know how. He misses his “home” and
commits suicide.

Older inmates, in particular, have enormous challenges. They have never used a touch-tone
phone, never seen a cell phone, never touched the keys of a computer, never used a self-flushing
toilet. The world has changed beyond recognition. Something as ordinary as traffic can feel
frightening.

Another form of institutionalization sees the prisoner start to lose basic but essential skills
such as decision-making.

Pat Nolan, who was imprisoned for only 29 months (“only” compared to the fictional Brooks’
50 years!) says that when he was released, he couldn’t even pick out what to eat from a restaurant
menu. This man, who as a legislative leader had made hundreds of split-second decisions on the
floor of the California Assembly, came out of prison unable to navigate a menu. Flustered by being
unable to decide, he ordered a turkey sandwich. He didn’t even want turkey.

Given the depletion of such natural human gifts and assets by prisons, imagine how hard it
would be to make the much harder decisions demanded on the job, or to handle even petty conflicts
that arise in the course of the day.



W H A T S H A L L W E T H E N D O ? A G u i d e a n d K i t f o r C r e a t i n g H e a l i n g C o m m u n i t i e s

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter Five: Expanding the Circle of healing to the Community through Advocacy 44 June 2008

Help prepare for community supervision (e.g., parole). In some states, nearly everyone who
leaves prison is under some form of community supervision or parole; in other states, very
few are.

While some states are thinking of ways to improve their supervision policies and practices so
that they are more favorable to reintegration, many parole officers still operate as though they are
part of a police force – looking for violations of the rules and a chance to send people back to prison,
rather than ways to help with successful reintegration.

Given this reality, it is helpful to counsel on the importance of
abiding by the rules.

The disciple would do well to get a copy of the technical parole
rules so as to guide the returning citizen on these matters. Violating a
minor rule can result in being returned to prison.

In some states, for instance, Texas, parole offices are being
established in churches. The rate of compliance with the requirements
of meeting with parole officers, as a result, increased substantially.

Address the issue of residency prior to release. In many
states, release cannot occur unless the officials can verify that
the person has a place to live. The earlier the process of finding

a residence begins, the less likely delay in release will happen.

Sometimes people are required to start their return home by
staying in a halfway house, but that is becoming increasingly rare. Most
people leaving prison have to figure out where they will be staying.

Some inmates expect that they will go home and live with a
family member or perhaps a girlfriend. Keep in mind that this is not
always the expectation, or even the desire, of the other party.

If this is the prisoner’s expectation, you can counsel him to write to the party with whom he
plans to stay and find out if he really would be welcome. If not, you and others in the congregation
can help him by finding suitable, affordable housing.
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Jennifer
Gonnerman’s book, Life on the
Outside: The Prison Odyssey of
Elaine Bartlett, is the first major work of
journalism on the subject of reentry: the
challenge of leaving prison and
reentering the free world. It tells the
story of Elaine Bartlett, who spent 16
years behind bars for selling cocaine —
a first offense — under New York’s
controversial Rockefeller drug laws. The
book opens on the morning of January
26, 2000, when she walks out of
Bedford Hills prison. At 42, Elaine has
virtually nothing: no money, no job, no
real home.
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Sometimes prisons give people about to leave prison a list
of shelters. The list, though, may be outdated, and even if it is
not, how is the person leaving prison to find out which one has an
available bed? He can’t go from shelter to shelter. He’s not going
to have a phone and likely he will have no change for a pay phone
(if he can find one; with the increasing use of cell phones, phone
booths are becoming nearly extinct). Each of the shelters may be
full the night he comes home.

Help the person coming home by “reserving,” if you can,
a room. Some communities have transitional housing specifically
for people coming out of prison. Find out if your community does
and what additional housing resources might be there.

Address the issue of post-release employment.

You may have found some great job placement programs
while helping the individual develop a discharge plan, but

even better than that is finding someone actually willing to offer
him a job. Even if not, once the person finds a job, you can help
him succeed and his employer feel more comfortable by offering
to coach him and intervene if problems arise.

This is another area
in which helping to establish
realistic expectations is
important. Many, many jobs
are off-limits to people with
criminal records. In Florida,
for instance, a governor’s
task force found that over
40 percent of the public and

private jobs in the state had restrictions based on criminal history.
Also, even when a job is not formally restricted, employers can
and do create their own restrictions.

Still, some employers are standing up and letting it be
known that they will give people with records a “second chance”
and offer them jobs. Your church could help identify such
employers and encourage others to follow this same path. Within a given community, churches can
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The Public / Private Ventures
website has a host of free publications
including manuals that can help a
congregation better understand
coaching and mentoring.

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not
want. He maketh me to lie down in
green pastures: he leadeth me beside
the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he
leadeth me in the paths of
righteousness for his name's sake. Yea,
though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for
thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff
they comfort me. Thou preparest a
table before me in the presence of mine
enemies: thou anointest my head with
oil; my cup runneth over. Surely
goodness and mercy shall follow me all
the days of my life: and I will dwell in the
house of the LORD for ever. Psalm 23
(KJV)

THE LORD is my Shepherd [to feed,
guide, and shield me], I shall not lack. He
makes me lie down in [fresh, tender]
green pastures; He leads me beside the
still and restful waters. He refreshes
and restores my life (my self); He leads
me in the paths of righteousness
[uprightness and right standing with
Him--not for my earning it, but] for His
name's sake. Yes, though I walk through
the [deep, sunless] valley of the shadow
of death, I will fear or dread no evil, for
You are with me; Your rod [to protect]
and Your staff [to guide], they comfort
me. You prepare a table before me in
the presence of my enemies. You anoint
my head with oil; my [brimming] cup
runs over. Surely or only goodness,
mercy, and unfailing love shall follow me
all the days of my life, and through the
length of my days the house of the Lord
[and His presence] shall be my dwelling
place. Psalm 23 (Amplfied)
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come together and support one another’s efforts to expand the pool of available jobs to people with
records.

Identify who will join a
circle of peer support.
Think of peer support as a

Shepherd. The circle should be
composed of reliable and supportive
people who have a compassionate
understanding of their role and also the
ability to respect boundaries.

People coming home from
prison need support. They might seek that support from the same folks who helped land them in
prison--unless others are there to provide it. Those who don’t have solid and positive support may
turn to other people and things (such as drugs) that fill the void. The circle of peer support that you
create will prevent such turns.

A circle of peer support, properly conceived, can help the returning citizen make good
choices and avoid bad ones. It can provide guidance, a feeling of welcome and a sense of purpose.

The group should not be so large as to be intimidating; nor should it seem as though the
individual’s past is being too broadly shared. If relationships have been building between members
of the congregation and the person about to be released, the members are the naturals for coaching
and support upon release and for helping to build a circle of peer support.

If relationships have not been built thus far, ask who can fill such roles. One person might
help in coaching about financial planning, another about staying clean from drugs and another might
help with family problems. The roles will be defined by what he needs.

Identify people who can respond 24/7 to crises. In addition to peer support, it is helpful to
have one or more people ready to respond if serious problems arise. It may be that two or

three people are called to this role – assuring that someone will be there if a crisis erupts.

Work with prison officials to be clear on date and time of discharge so you can meet the
individual at the gate (or bus station) and take him home. Paperwork problems can cause

delays. The illness of the prisoner can cause delays. And a sudden reversal on appeal or
commutation can accelerate the release date.

20
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Even when a release date seems clear, things may arise that can accelerate or delay the release. To
be sure that you can meet the person at the gate, it is helpful to let the prison officials, including the
chaplain, know of your intentions so you can be notified of any changes in plans.

Welcome the individual back into the community and church. One of the most meaningful
and welcoming gestures a congregation can make is for the pastor and senior church
leaders to stand before the congregation and acknowledge the former prisoner’s welcome

into the church.

Big surprise celebrations, on the other hand, can be great
fun or can cause great anxiety. If you plan a welcoming
celebration, consult first with the prisoner. Ask whom he is
comfortable having present and whom he would rather not see
right away.

Keep the celebration as low-key as possible. If the person
has had drug or alcohol problems, a party might be a venue for a
relapse. Keep it clean and sober. Remember, the individual has
just come from a tightly controlled environment. A party with
lots of nieces and nephews jumping up and down and on the
furniture may be too much too soon. Also, keep the celebration
short. Let your friend move away from the people participating
when he feels that is what he must do.

Provide close support, especially for the first 72 hours
after release. The transition from prison to home is
going to be stressful and the longer the prison

sentence, the more stressful the return will be.

Be there for him or her and his or her family. Offer to drive
him where he needs to go, for instance to the initial visit (if any is
required) with the parole officer (and accompany him if that is
allowed); go with him to the department of motor vehicles to get
a state identify card; help him learn to drive again and take him to
get his driver’s license; help him get his other identity papers, such as his birth certificate and Social
Security card.

Help arrange visits with family members with whom he is not living – to the extent each is
ready for such a visit. Counsel and support him as temptations and challenges arise.
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"When he came to his senses, he said,
'How many of my father's hired men
have food to spare, and here I am
starving to death! I will set out and go
back to my father and say to him:
Father, I have sinned against heaven
and against you. I am no longer
worthy to be called your son; make
me like one of your hired men.' So he
got up and went to his father. But
while he was still a long way off, his
father saw him and was filled with
compassion for him; he ran to his son,
threw his arms around him and kissed
him.

"The son said to him, 'Father, I have
sinned against heaven and against
you. I am no longer worthy to be
called your son.’

"But the father said to his servants,
'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it
on him. Put a ring on his finger and
sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened
calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and
celebrate. For this son of mine was
dead and is alive again; he was lost
and is found.' So they began to
celebrate. Luke 15: 17-24 (NIV)
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Continue the work of reconciliation and help develop a restitution plan. As he settles in,
help him think about how he can contribute to the healing of his family, the victim and his
family, the church and the community. Develop a

plan with him outlining ways that he can “give back.”

Help people in the congregation with recent as
well as long-past criminal records. This manual
has focused on the needs arising in the context of

arrest, imprisonment, and return home. And while there are
hundreds of thousands struggling with those problems,
there are millions of additional people with old criminal
records, still suffering both from the stigma and the myriad
consequences that attach upon a conviction.

These consequences affect the ability of the 71
million people in the U.S. (over 30percent of the adult
population) whose names are in criminal history databases,
to reintegrate and realize all the opportunities and benefits
the rest of society can enjoy.

They include the ability to secure gainful employment or a professional license (in Florida,
where such restrictions were inventoried, over 40 percent of the jobs in the Florida economy were
subject to employment restrictions based on criminal records), to vote, to hold office, to serve on a
jury, and get various kinds of public benefits and housing.

A person’s criminal record can haunt him in any or all of these venues for life. But apart from
restrictive laws and rules, many employers and other entities create their own restrictions; it is here
that a congregation can be helpful. Individuals can vouch for the person with the record and provide
a recommendation as to his character.I f the person is seeking a pardon or to expunge the record,
members can also speak or write on his behalf. In a larger sense, the congregation can advocate for
fairer and carefully tailored restrictions.

PART TWO Guiding and helping the families of defendants, prisoners, and
returning citizens

Help the family of the defendant or prisoner. Embrace each of them. Tell them it’s not their
fault. They are loved. They remain welcome in the arms of the congregation.

After an arrest, the family of the person arrested is simply heartbroken. Family members
suffer great shame and embarrassment, sorrow and grief for both the victim of the crime and for
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1

He comforts us in all our troubles
so that we can comfort others.
When they are troubled, we will be
able to give them the same comfort
God has given us. For the more we
suffer for Christ, the more God will
shower us with his comfort
through Christ. Even when we are
weighed down with troubles, it is
for your comfort and salvation! For
when we ourselves are comforted,
we will certainly comfort you. Then
you can patiently endure the same
things we suffer. We are confident
that as you share in our sufferings,
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their kin facing criminal charges; they also fear rejection and have feelings of responsibility and
unworthiness. At such a time, they desperately need the love and support of their church. In most
instances, they will not seek it out. The congregation needs to seek them out.

Let them know they are not blamed, but loved, and that
support is available.

Sometimes, the families of the victim and of the accused
are members of the same church. Make it clear that both are
welcome and preach forgiveness till it hurts.

Address the families’ material needs. Often it is the family’s
breadwinner who is sitting in jail and no longer able to

support the family. The congregation may want to help ensure
that the family’s basic material needs are met and help them find
a means of continuing to meet those needs in the absence of the
breadwinner.

At first, if the family has emergency needs, they perhaps can be met through the
congregation’s emergency support funds -- later by their helping the family navigate the government
and charitable support systems. Throughout the process, what is most needed is building and
sustaining the relationship with the family. The family of the victim may also be in material need. Due
to the crime, the breadwinner may no longer be present or, if present, may not be able to work.

The emotional fallout from the crime may have immobilized the family to the point of
neglecting their basic needs. Look out for them. Look for signs of falling back or rising up. Offer a
helping hand. You might want to form a support group to help these families. What existing
groups within the church can naturally provide support (for instance, Nurses, Deaconesses,
Missionaries, Hospitality, Benevolence, Food Pantry)?

The prisoner, too, may have basic needs that are not being
met – for instance, soap or deodorant. In most facilities, visitors may
neither bring such items nor mail them to the inmate. Such facilities
instead require a certified check or money order for deposit in the
inmate’s account. He can then buy what he needs from the facility’s
commissary.

2

Comfort, oh comfort my
people says your God.
"Speak softly and tenderly to
Jerusalem, but also make it very
clear that she has served her
sentence, that her sin is taken care
of—forgiven! She's been punished
enough and more than enough,

and now it's over and done with."
Isaiah 40:1-2. [Message]

And he shall turn the heart of the
fathers to the children, and the
heart of the children to their
fathers, lest I come and smite the
earth with a curse. Malachi 4:6
(KJV)

He will lead children and parents
to love each other more, so that
when I come, I won't bring doom
to the land. Malachi 4:6 (CEV)
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Build a mentoring relationship with the family.

Ideally, mentoring is done by a team of members from the congregation. Mentoring teams can
support families with love and understanding and help reconcile them and their community. In

practical and material ways, they can help families assess their own strengths and needs and help
them meet their needs by identifying the services and resources available to them.

Mentoring families of prisoners also benefits the members of the congregation as new kinds
of intimacy and trust are nourished – between the family and the team and among the team
members and congregation. Faith can be deepened through support of the families.

Provide mentoring support to the children of the person in jail or prison.

A particular interest in mentoring the children of
incarcerated parents is growing nationwide. Children

whose parents are in prison suffer many grievous challenges,
and a congregation’s support and mentoring of such children
can help them surmount them.

However, mentoring of children whose parents are in
prison is not, in some cases, without a measure of controversy.
Some have criticized those mentoring such children as
undermining the parental relationships – and even seeking to
replace them. Some mentors have been said to have spoken
cruelly of the parents (the one incarcerated and sometimes also
the one caring for the child) to the children, causing the
children additional grief and distance from the parents.

A pastor told us that as a young man, he worked with people in jail and bought a pair of
sneakers for an inmate he had grown attached to. Later, the inmate’s mother approached and gently
explained that it was her job to provide for her son and that
she had been made to look bad in his eyes by having someone
else buy the sneakers. She suggested that next time she be
consulted and that he might even want to buy a gift and allow
her to give it to her son.

With these important caveats, supporting the children
of a parent who is in prison can help heal the relationship
between the children and their parents and heal their other
tattered relationships as well. One of the very positive
approaches to such support is Amachi (an Ibo word meaning

3
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Train up a child in the way he
should go: and when he is old, he
will not depart from it. Proverbs
22:6.

So take me for your example, even
as I take Christ for mine. 1
Corinthians 11:1. (BE)

A number of programs and
resources that are aimed at
helping children whose parents
are incarcerated. They include
Amachi, the Center for Children
of Incarcerated Parents, and the
Family and Corrections
Network. Their websites are
listed in the appendix.
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“who knows but what God has brought us through this child”) Headquartered in Philadelphia,
Amachi works in partnership with the Big Brother and Big Sister programs; their approach can be a
model for your congregation. Amachi partners disciples from local congregations with children of
the incarcerated.

Help the family build or sustain a relationship with the prisoner. Whether support of the
affected families began at arrest or not, throughout the period of incarceration such support is

critical to their well-being and the well-being of the principals – the prisoner and his victim.

Social, psychological, material, and spiritual support may each be needed, albeit in different
measures, depending on the parties.

It is important to remember that not all family members
of a prisoner stand ready to embrace him. Some are angry with
him or her for having brought shame to their family; some are
angry because of the disruption that the arrest and
imprisonment has caused; and still others are angry because
they are the direct victim(s) of the crime. Err on the side of
respecting family members’ feelings about reunification or
reconciliation – especially at the outset of the relationships with
the family members.

When the anger is still ripe, be patient. Recall that Mrs. Washington retained her anger for 14
years before she heard her daughter say, “That’s enough, momma, that’s enough. Forgive him.”

One of our friends recalls the words of a close relative of a prisoner: “How dare you,” she
said to the person trying to bring her and her family member in prison together, “how dare you open
up this chapter in my life that I have been trying to close?”

At some point, you may help to resolve such conflicts, but just as you should not press the
prisoner to acknowledge his wrongdoing, you cannot press family members into relationships for
which they are not ready.

Assist with transportation when needed, which might include an offer to drive the family to
see the prisoner.

5
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Incarceration is a family affair:

The family, living on the outside, may
well be living in a prison as confining
and terrible as their loved one
behind bars. For more information
and helpful resources to help
families of prisoners, go to the
Family and Corrections Network at:
http://www.fcnetwork.org/
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America’s prisons are usually sited in remote rural locations. This is because the land is cheap
and because prisons have served as states’ economic development plums for small towns – and for
favored politicians who bring the prisons to their towns. That
leaves the community and family members of the person in
prison terribly far away.

Sometimes, there is no public transportation to the
prison.

A road trip to a prison can provide an opportunity for
the member of the congregation driving the family to deepen
his or her relationship with the family members, learn more
about their needs and concerns, and lead to doing a better job
of supporting the family.

Nearly everyone who takes the time and spends the
money for the gas or bus necessary for prison visits says it is
well worth it. The joy is very much two-sided. The visitor is
lifted up by the appreciation for the visit and the prisoner is
lifted up by the love and contact with the outside world.

Remember: If the disciple is traveling to the prison and
wants to visit the prisoner with the family, the disciple will need
to be cleared to enter the prison (see the section above on
learning about visitation rules).

Help the children of the parent who is incarcerated stay in touch with him or her. Another
critical role a congregation can fill is to help the children of the person in prison keep in contact
with him or her and help the children build and maintain a loving relationship with their

incarcerated parent. In addition to taking them to visit or taking them to places where video-
conferencing with imprisoned parents is made available, members of the
congregation can encourage and help the children write letters and draw
pictures for their parents.

Note: Children, too, have to be cleared for prison visits and video-
conferencing. Also, sometimes the nature of the criminal offense will
preclude the prisoner from any contact with children.

Because of the great growth of such ministries, we are not detailing
all of what is involved in helping the children of prisoners in this manual; instead, Appendix B lists a
number of valuable resources for this work.

7

All in Alone in the World: Children
of the Incarcerated is journalist Nell
Bernstein’s account of the
struggles of some of the 2.4
million children with a parent in
prison weaves individual stories
with a discussion of the policy
choices that led to this tragedy.
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Involve the family in preparing for the return home. The family may or may not understand
what to expect upon the release of their loved one. During the time in prison, their bonds may
have strengthened or they may have frayed. The person coming

home may have apologized for the strain his imprisonment has
caused his family, or he may not have.

The family needs support and assurance that the support will
continue for them and their loved one upon his or her release.

On a more practical level, the family can help, prior to release,
line up the essentials that the person will be needing. These include
helping him or her line up housing and treatment. A checklist of the
essentials can be found in Appendix J.

PART THREE
Guiding and helping the victim and the family of the victim

he love and support of the victim and his or her family can help the congregation working with
the defendant or prisoner understand the full consequences of the crime. This knowledge will

help develop the accountability necessary for reconciliation with the individual and perhaps,
ultimately, a form of forgiveness extended to him.

This guide and kit is not intended to supply congregations all they need to know about
working with victims of crime. A vast amount of resources have been developed for this purpose.
Look in the section on crime victims in Appendix B’s “Useful Resources.”

We were moved to address the victim in this manual in part because of the enormous role
that Mrs. Washington played in Ron’s and her
church’s healing.

Arna Washington decided to forgive
Ron 14 years after the murder. First she saw a
very nervous Ron, clutching his Bible as he
approaching her. The frightened young man sat
with the parent of his crime victim. She did not
show up to meet him to forgive him, but simply
to find out what happened the night he killed
her daughter and perhaps get some closure.

8

T

Sycamore Tree, which helped Ron Flowers
and led to his seeking out Mrs. Washington, and
Bridges to Life, which grew out of that model, are
but two of many fine programs that address the
needs of victims. For more programs that help
victims of crime, see Appendix B.

The federal Office of Victims of Crime has many
additional resources, including publications and a
database of local resources, such as support
groups. http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ovc/

Thou therefore, my son, be strong
in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.
And the things that thou hast
heard of me among many
witnesses, the same commit thou
to faithful men, who shall be able to
teach others also. 2 Timothy 2: 1-2
(KJV)
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The surprise, enormity, and miracle of forgiveness she offered brought everyone to tears.

But her forgiveness did more. It lifted her from grief and anger to joy and life again. It lifted
the anger and fury of the congregation. It healed them.

That said, forgiveness cannot be forced. It must
develop in its own time. The victim and his or her family
need the congregation’s love and support whether or not
they ever forgive the perpetrator of the crime.

Not all crimes have a direct victim – not in the sense
of an actual person. Some crimes are crimes against the
community. Communities can be brought to forgiveness,
too.

Begin the process of reconciliation.

Reconciliation involves more than the person who
committed the crime and the victims; the process of reconciliation belongs to the community, as
well. And it takes time -- time, faith and determination to overcome a world of hurt.

“Reconciliation” refers to the actual reconfiguring of relationships as wrought by the
redemptive process. Those who have been incarcerated have committed acts that inflicted harm on
their communities, friends, and loved ones, whether intentionally or not. Violent and property
offenses bring pain to neighbors. Domestic violence brings clear harm to loved ones. Incarceration
causes a separation that can and does strain, fracture, and even end relationships within family and
friendship networks.

Reconciliation and redemptive processes involve a making right of relationships among all
parties concerned -- offender, victim, family, and the larger community. All are stakeholders in the
restoration of meaningful relationships that sustain not only the person formerly incarcerated, but
also those who have been victimized, either directly or indirectly, by the ex-offender.

As Prison Fellowship International, which has developed reconciliation programs, has
written, reconciliation often “begins when the [individual who has committed the crime] confesses
and repents (as in the case of Onesimus), but it may begin with the victim’s offer of forgiveness.
However, for reconciliation to be complete, both parties will need to do their parts. . . . Justice
repairs the harm caused by injustice. Reconciliation, which can come only after the material,
emotional, and relational harms have been addressed, is a sign that things have been made right.”

But all things are from God, Who
through Jesus Christ reconciled us
to Himself [received us into favor,
brought us into harmony with
Himself] and gave to us the ministry
of reconciliation [that by word and
deed we might aim to bring others
into harmony with Him]. 2
Corinthians 5:18. (AMP)
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Chapter Five
Expanding the circle of healing to the
community through advocacy

And the LORD said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I
know not: Am I my brother's keeper? Genesis 4:9 (KJV)

or centuries, churches have been at the forefront of social
change. In the United States, the black church was the foundation of the Civil Rights Movement.

Today, churches across the country are ministering to prisoners and are helping returning
citizens with the challenges of returning to their communities.

For decades, politicians have hammered the public with “get tough” criminal justice policies
even as poor minority communities have seen ever- increasing numbers of their youth pulled into the
cradle-to-prison pipeline under those policies. African-Americans recognized this problem but for
years they stood nearly alone in decrying it.

That has now changed. People across political, ideological and theological spectrums are
saying “NO” to mass incarceration, “NO” to prisons that fail to rehabilitate, and “NO” to policies
creating barriers to success upon coming home.

crime is rarely an event isolated from its social context; it
is part of a larger set of problems facing the church and
the community. As members of the church and the

community, we have a duty and responsibility to walk our
brothers and sisters through the criminal justice processes
responding to the crime.

Crime creates victims beyond the individual people
injured. Crime can create feelings of unease, fear, frustration
and anger. The church can reach out and help to heal the
community’s wounds.

F

A

Arise, shine; for thy light is come,
and the glory of the LORD is risen
upon thee. For, behold, the
darkness shall cover the earth, and
gross darkness the people: but the
LORD shall arise upon thee, and his
glory shall be seen upon thee. Isaiah
60:1-2 (KJV)

The National Reentry Media
Outreach Campaign documentary
God and the Inner City provides
examples of how churches can
work with local law enforcement,
social workers, and welfare
officials to save youth and others
from jail, drug dependence, and
unemployment.
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In May 2007, the U.S. Sentencing Commission proposed
modifying the guidelines to allow lesser sentences for crack convictions
and in December 2007, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that federal judges
may deviate from these guidelines. The following day, the Sentencing
Commission’s new guidelines took effect, making 19,500 inmates
sentenced under previous guidelines-- about 80 percent of whom were
African American -- eligible for sentence reductions. But the disparities in
the underlying law remain in place. Five bipartisan bills are pending in
Congress to change the 100-to-1 disparity in the federal law.

Some criminal justice issues that states and local
governments, often with the leadership and support of
Christians, are addressing:

Stemming prison growth. States are grappling with prison
overcrowding and the soaring costs of the still-growing prison
population. Some states, notably Kansas, Texas, and Connecticut, with

the help of the Council of State Government’s Justice Reinvestment Initiative, are rejecting further
prison construction, pursuing sentencing and parole reforms instead.

Reversing the incentives that allow ratcheting up of charges, sentences, and classification
upon confinement. In most states, prosecution, courts, and jails are locally funded. Each of

these entities competes for scarce local funds. Prisons, by contrast, are state-funded. When officials
charge an individual with a felony rather than a misdemeanor, or sentence an individual to a year-
and-a-day (or shorter state term under a felony conviction), the defendant goes to a state-funded
prison rather than the local jail. This process leaves more funds available for local functions. Some
states are realizing that this is bad public policy and, at least in the juvenile justice arena, are shifting
the incentives to reward localities that employ alternatives to state incarceration. Some are
considering similar reforms of the adult system.

1

2
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Addressing conditions of confinement. The bipartisan Commission on Safety and Abuse in
America’s Prisons issued a report in 2006 headlined, “What happens in prisons does not stay in

prisons.” The report highlights the importance of just and humane
conditions in reducing recidivism.

Undoing over-classification of inmates. In Massachusetts, a
study commission found that officials who decide whether to

assign a person to a minimum-, medium- or maximum-security facility
had an incentive to give inmates high classification levels. The
incentive? The unionized officers knew that the higher the
classification, the more officers per inmate are required – thus
growing the union. Shifting this function to management, the
commission concluded, would reduce costs and improve the
conditions of confinement of over-classified inmates.

Securing treatment for mentally ill people who are arrested. States and local governments are
also addressing the incarceration, sometimes under cruel conditions, of the mentally ill and

developmentally disabled. Jurisdictions across the country are setting up mental health courts and
seeking alternatives to incarceration. Public-interest lawyers are increasingly suing state and local
governments to end the suffering and ill treatment of mentally ill people in prisons and jails,
particularly the use of pepper gas and four-point restraints either to punish infractions or to assert
control.

Stopping gun violence. Starting in Chicago, and then spreading to other Illinois communities,
gun violence is being addressed by CeaseFire as the public health epidemic that it is. When

violence erupts, culturally competent teams are deployed to
intervene and prevent the spread of retaliatory violence. Across
the country, communities are working to get guns off the streets
through buy-back programs, gun bans and the development of
healthy alternatives to violent dispute resolution.

Developing, expanding and improving rehabilitation and
reentry programming. In the state of Washington, the

legislature passed a law requiring that prison programming be
“evidence-based,” that is, proven to help reduce recidivism. This
approach, while not always legislated, is being embraced by many other states as they look for
approaches that “work” rather than waste money – or even increase recidivism.

3
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Addressing the lifetime consequences of criminal records. As new laws made more kinds of
actions criminal and introduced more and more people to the

criminal justice system, a parallel set of new laws served to impose
permanent, ceaseless punishments on people with criminal records.

While a criminal record normally creates a social stigma, these
laws actually formalize the stigmatization by burdening returning
citizens with special restrictions. Many rights and privileges taken for
granted by those without a criminal record are abridged for returning
citizens because lawmakers assume that they present further risks to
society.

Across the country, literally thousands of laws have been
enacted that bar employment and professional licensure to people with criminal records. Others
restrict what kind of jobs and what kind of places one may work. These laws, often called “the
collateral consequences” of a criminal record, also restrict driver’s licenses, public housing and other
public benefits, adoption and foster parenting, fishing and hunting, student loans and, perhaps most

famously or notoriously, VOTING.

States and localities are moving to lift these restrictions.
In Florida now, a number of licensing boards no longer require
that applicants with felony convictions who are seeking
occupational licenses first get their civil rights restored (a multi-
year, sometimes lifetime, cumbersome process in that state).

Various municipalities, including Boston and San Francisco, have “banned the box” on
applications for city jobs. While criminal records are eventually considered, the applicant is not
locked out from the start-- the “have you been convicted?” Yes-No box on the application has been
removed.

In some jurisdictions, laws are being passed that allow returning citizens to get the barriers
removed by showing that they have been rehabilitated. These laws allow people to seek waivers,
exemptions, or certificates of relief from the disqualifications. Some states are revising
disqualifications so that instead of lasting a lifetime, they now expire after a certain amount of time.

We can become neighbors. This work will help build the neighborhood.

8
In Florida, a task force
appointed by Governor Jeb Bush
in 2005 found that at least 40
percent of the jobs in the Florida
economy – both public and
private – were affected by a
wieldy patchwork of
incomprehensible state-created
employment restrictions.

Some people think the entire
sentence is delivered when the
judge bangs his gavel at the
close of the case. Those of us
working with returning citizens
know better.
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Your notes.
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Your notes.

… and what does the LORD require of thee, but to do
justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy
God? Micah 6:8(b), KJV

… Lord, when saw we thee … in prison, and did not
minister unto thee?... Inasmuch as ye did it not to one
of the least of these, ye did it not to me. Matthew
25:44-45 (excerpted), KJV

Which now of these three, thinkest thou, was
neighbour unto him that fell among the thieves? And
he said, He that shewed mercy on him. Then said Jesus
unto him, Go, and do thou likewise. Luke 10:36-37
(KJV)
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Afterword

Help us God to forgive the blood that has stained many hands, the
bruises that have hurt many bodies, and the ruins that have come to
many families. In the midst of all that has plagued our communities and
challenged our families and faith, it is our heart’s desire to be healed. As
we desire to be healed, we want the scales of justice to balance while
the grace of God prevails. We want love to be released and healing to
come to our communities. We are now moving towards a Healing
Community.
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FAQs
Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of this guide and kit?

It is to help churches learn how they can minister to members of their own
congregations who are caught up in the criminal justice system (both the accused
and victims) and to the families of those individuals.

The kit is offered as a resource to encourage, enlighten, educate, energize, and
empower church members to help free families from the isolation, pain, stigma,
shame, and self-incarceration that often afflict families entangled in the criminal
justice system.

The manual encourages us to create “Healing Communities.” What is a Healing Community?

Churches are familiar with prison ministries, and more recently with the phenomenon
of prisoner reentry, which reflects the simple fact that most inmates do return to
society. Healing Communities go further than either. A Healing Community strives to
restore relationships between returning citizens and their families, communities, the
larger society and, where possible, the victims of their criminal behavior. At the
center of a Healing Community are Stations of Hope.

What is a “Returning Citizen?”

A returning citizen is a person coming home from jail or prison – what some, but not
we, might call “ex-cons” or “ex-offenders.” The emphasis is on what one is rather
than what one was. This is where our civil rights focus comes in. The term "returning
citizen" emphasizes that the civil rights of those who have paid their debt to society
should be recognized. That also means working to change laws that, for example,
restrict voting rights or deny job opportunities to returning citizens.
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What is a “Station of Hope?”

“Stations of Hope” are churches that offer refuges of healing and centers of teaching
-- a renewed vision for returning citizens, their families and communities.

Why should we get involved in this kind of ministry?

We are called to serve “the least of these,” which most definitely includes people
who are facing charges, enduring incarceration, and coming home from prison. We
are called to serve their suffering families. And we are called to serve the victims of
crime. (See Chapter Two.)

Are you suggesting that we set-up a prison ministry program?

No, we are only suggesting you fulfill the duty that the church is called to do
(Matthew 25:43-45) and reach out and support the people in your own congregation
facing these challenges.

Do we need to establish a 501(c)(3) nonprofit to do this?

NO! We are not suggesting a program at all – rather, ministry. Think about how your
church reaches out to people who are hospitalized or sick. You don’t need a
“program” to do that. You don’t need a program to do this work, either!

Do we need to raise funds to do this work?

NO! You don’t need to raise money to create a Healing Community. Government and
charitable funding for work with prisoners and returning citizens is extremely limited.
We are hoping to build upon good but underfunded programs to help those in your
congregation by starting with what we have -- the strength and commitment to build
Stations of Hope -- and not relying on a program strategy.
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What does our church need to do to get ready to do this work?

Start by learning about the criminal justice system (Chapter Two). Study what the
Bible says about crime and incarceration, especially the imprisonment of the
prophets. Reach out to your neighbors in your church who are affected by crime or
incarceration and let them know they are supported and loved.

How do we get started?

Pastors and other church leaders will make it clear that their churches will become
Stations of Hope that welcome and help individuals in the congregation, and their
family members, when the individuals are arrested, in jail or prison or coming home
as returning citizens. (See Chapter Three.)

Who can do this work?

Any church can; every church should!!

What if we are a very small congregation, can we still do this work?

Any church can; every church should!! You can visit family members whose loved
ones are involved in the criminal justice system. You can mentor a child or family.
You can attend the criminal trial of a member of your congregation. Your Christian
witness will help reduce the stigma and pain others are experiencing. Really, with a
little imagination, there is no limit to what you can do.
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Appendix B

USEFUL INTERNET RESOURCES
TO BUILD UPON THE

KIT’S CONTENT

FAITH AND FAMILIES

An initiative of Pew Charitable Trusts, the Faith and Service Technical Education Network
(FASTEN), offers informational resources and networking opportunities to faith-based
practitioners offering information on ministering to prisoners and their families and on
collaborating to renew urban communities. www.fastennetwork.org/

Prison Fellowship partners with local churches across the country to minister to prisoners,
former prisoners and their families. Its policy arm, Justice Fellowship, is a ntional leader in
criminal justice reform. The website has a volunteer application, volunteer resources,
organizational commitment to volunteers, Making It: A Prison Survival Guide, Shorttimer:
Preparing for Release and much more. It also has restorative justice programs.
www.prisonfellowship.org; www.justicefellowship.org; www.restorativejustice.org/

Supported by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Reentry National Media Outreach
Campaign supports the work of community and faith-based organizations through offering
free media resources that will facilitate community discussion and decision-making about
solution-based reentry programs. Churches and other groups can order download excerpts
of many award-winning videos, discussion guides and other resources on the challenges of
prison life and reentry for prisoners and families on the site and order the full videos for
FREE! www.reentrymediaoutreach.org

The Family and Corrections Network is a national resource center that provides tools for
people concerned about families of prisoners to share information and experiences. It
sponsors conferences, creates liaisons with other agencies, does presentations, and offers
consultation. It provides information on children of prisoners, parenting programs for
prisoners, prison visiting, incarcerated fathers, hospitality programs and a variety of other
topics. Its mission is to uphold the value of families of prisoners. www.fcnetwork.org

International Network of Prison Ministries. This website catalogues links to thousands of
prison ministries across the world. It is organized by category, e.g., prayers support groups,
family support, aftercare, Christian legal aid and many more; by denomination/church; by
location; in alphabetical order; and by affiliation. prisonministry.net/

CRIME VICTIMS

National Center for Victims of Crime offers a multitude of resources for victims, their families
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and those who work with them. www.ncvc.org

The Office for Victims of Crime, US Department of Justice oversees diverse programs that
benefit victims of crime. It also has a directory of crime victim programs throughout the U.S.
www.ovc.gov/

Office on Violence Against Women, US Department of Justice, has resources for victims of
domestic violence as well as other gender-related crimes. www.ovw.usdoj.gov

The National Organization for Victim Assistance provides victim and witness assistance
programs for both victims and professionals who work with them. www.trynova.org

FORGIVENESS, REDEMPTION AND RECONCILIATION

The Campaign for Love & Forgiveness was launched by the Fetzer Institute
(http://www.fetzer.org) in 2006, and uses PBS documentaries, community activities, online
resources, and networking opportunities to encourage reflection and conversation about
how love and forgiveness can effect meaningful change in individuals and society. Among
the documentaries is The Power of Forgiveness, which includes the story of a father, much like
Mrs. Washington who was moved to forgive the killer of his son.
http://www.loveandforgive.org/campaign.php

The Tariq Khamisa Foundation was founded by the father (above) who forgave his son’s
killer. It is dedicated to Breaking the Cycle of Youth Violence by Empowering Kids, Saving
Lives, and Teaching Peace. http://tkf.org/index.htm

A Campaign for Forgiveness Research has funded 46 innovative research projects on the
effects of forgiveness that mirror and underscore the impact that forgiveness had on Mrs.
Washington and her church. http://www.forgiving.org/

EMPLOYMENT

Public/Private Ventures created Ready4Work: An Ex-Prisoner, Community and Faith
Initiative. Funded by US Departments of Labor and Justice the Annie E. Casey and Ford
foundations, this multi-year initiative was implemented in 17 sites, where programs were
developed to help local community- and faith-based organizations support the reentry and
reintegration of ex-offenders (both adults and juveniles) into their communities.
www.ppv.org

POLICY REFORM

The Council of State Governments’ Justice Center is addressing policy issues and identifying
best practices affecting prisoner reentry as well criminal justice professionals’ responses to
people with mental illnesses and crime victims, racial disparities, justice reinvestment, and
other complex justice-related issues. It has also produced a comprehensive policy manual,
the Report of the Reentry Policy Council. justicecenter.csg.org/; reentrypolicy.org/ .
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STUDIES AND STATISTICS

The federal government’s Bureau of Justice Statistics has a host of studies and reports to
build your understanding of the criminal justice system. www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/

The Urban Institute’s Justice Policy Center has many studies on reentry and on prisons.
www.urban.org/center/jpc

The Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons has produced an important and
comprehensive report on prison conditions and how they affect reentry: “What happens in
prisons does not stay in prisons.” www.prisoncommission.org
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Sample Responsive Reading to Introduce
“Healing Communities” to the Congregation

By Rev. Dr. Allyson Abrams

Leader: O God, creator of heaven and earth, you are our redeemer, our strength and
our hope.

People: I was sick and you visited me with help and ministering care, I was in prison
and you came to see me. Thank you for your healing power.

Leader: God, you are greater than the marginalization thrust on us by organized
forces and institutionalized agencies. You are omnipotent and able to do
anything but fail.

People: I was sick and you visited me with help and ministering care, I was in prison
and you came to see me. Thank you for your deliverance power.

Leader: God, we cry out to you today and stand in the gap for those who have been
disenfranchised and victimized at the hands of others. We trust you to bring
about a change in all of our lives.

People: I was sick and you visited me with help and ministering care, I was in prison
and you came to see me. Thank you for your restorative power.

Leader: We ask for healing for those who have lost loved ones at the hands of others;
healing for those who are behind jail and prison bars; and healing for those in
the communities that will struggle to embrace them upon their return.

People: I was sick and you visited me with help and ministering care, I was in prison
and you came to see me. Thank you for your reconciling power.

Leader: Almighty God, help us to love, forgive, reach out, and open doors to all whom
you send our way – as well as to those who have yet to realize that they need
our help. Lead us and guide us each and every day.

People: I was sick and you visited me with help and ministering care, I was in prison
and you came to see me. Thank you for your transformative power.

ALL: Help us God to forgive the blood that has stained many hands, the bruises that have hurt many bodies, and the
ruins that have come to many families. In the midst of all that has plagued our communities and challenged our
families and faith, it is our heart’s desire to be healed. As we desire to be healed, we want the scales of justice to
balance while the grace of God prevails. We want love to be released and healing to come to our communities.
We are now moving towards a Healing Community.
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Appendix D
Criminal Justice System Flowchart
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Appendix G

The following do’s and don’ts are a guide to help you effectively help your mentee.

As a mentor, do:
1. Be yourself
You are coming alongside a person who is looking for a new direction, a new
perspective and a new way of doing life. The greatest value you bring to the mentoring
relationship is yourself, your faith and your willingness to share from your own life
experiences.

2. Speak truth in love
The balance of truth and love is essential. Be aware of your own strengths and
weaknesses in this area. In an effort to set someone straight, do you tend to blurt out
the truth? Or, in an effort to be loving, do you tend to avoid saying anything? If you tend
to be a “truth teller” you will need to be mindful of how you share. The truth must be
tempered with compassion. Truth in love is not always efficient but it is always
effective.
If you tend to be kind so as to not hurt other’s feelings you will need to be mindful of
what you share. Kindness must be rooted in truth. Love with truth is not always
comfortable but it is always beneficial.

3. Act as a friend.
Make sure your relational approach is one of being a friend and not a parent, teacher or
supervisor. There will be teaching times, and there will be times where you will need to
hold your mentee accountable. Make sure that even in those times you are ultimately
being a truthful loving friend.

4. Use wisdom and be innocent.
Use wisdom to avoid being manipulated or drawn into any unhealthy and/or unsafe
dealings with your mentee. Review the information in this manual and when in doubt
contact the mentor coordinator. Innocent does not mean naive. Being innocent means
to be guarded against falling into the same negative behaviors as your mentee. In
combination with wisdom this is not license to be self-righteous and condemning, but
an opportunity to be a positive influence. An example would be the tendency to argue.
If your mentee has that tendency then you will need to use wisdom to guard against
getting caught up in useless arguments and gently help the mentee learn how to do the
same.

5. Be a good listener.

The Do’s & Don’ts of Mentoring
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This sounds simple but all of us can struggle with really listening. We can all tend to be
easily distracted especially with all of the new technology we have. Here are a few
basics:
• Avoid formulating a response while the other person is talking.
• Ask questions for clarity.
• Avoid talking before the other person is finished.
• Maintain eye contact.
• Be aware of body language and emotions behind
the spoken words.
• Unless you are waiting for an important call, put
your cell phone on vibrate and do not answer calls
while meeting with your mentee.
• Don’t feel like you have to be the answer person.

6. Treat your mentee as you would want to be
treated.
Take time to listen and put yourself into your
mentee’s shoes. But always remember that when
you attempt to stand in another’s shoes, you must
stand in their shoes and not your own. That means
understanding the fullness of their life experiences. It does not mean thinking they
should do what you would do, given your life experiences, if you had the same choices
to make.

There may be the temptation to be more curious about what they did than concerned
about the person. Make sure you meet your mentee having a concern for their well-
being rather than curiosity about their past doings.

7. Be adequately prepared and on time for any meetings or outings.
Again, you are an example.

8. Decide with mentee what they need to work on—not for the mentee.
The mentee needs to take ownership of those areas of their life they need to work on. If
you tell them what they need to work on without their input they will be more apt to
blame you when they fail. It is possible (especially if your mentee has served a lot of
time) that your mentee is used to someone telling him/her what to do. They might have
a history of rebelling and blaming, but have also become comfortable with others telling
them what to do. This dependence prevents them from taking responsibility for their
own choices and behavior. HELP set goals; don’t set goals for the individual.

9. Help mentee make decisions on their own
When faced with choices it is an opportunity to help your mentee see both sides and
work through making the decision. Remind your mentee of the principle: choosing not
to make a decision is to choose to live with the consequences of indecisiveness.

10. Be free to say “no.”
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If you are interested in mentoring, there is a good chance that you are a “people
helper” and want to be a help whenever and however you can. You will do yourself,
your family and your mentee a great disservice if you don’t exercise the freedom to say
“no.” It is okay to say, “let me get back to you,” if the situation allows for a delayed
response. It is easier to undo a “no” response versus a “yes” response. Don’t give in to
pressure to respond immediately.

11. Pray
This is the last “do” but certainly not the least. Pray for your mentee. Make it a habit to
ask what you can be praying for and follow up with what they shared. Also pray for
wisdom for yourself—you will need it. As an encouragement to your mentee you may
want to keep journal so that both of you can be reminded of how his faith helped in the
past especially during difficult times.

As a mentor, do NOT:

1. Put hopes in release dates.
If you are mentoring a prisoner, you want to encourage your mentee during their
incarceration but not by giving false hope. One reason is that unfortunately their release
date is subject to change as a result of his/her own behavior or administrative decisions.
Another reason is that the future is an unknown but when we rest on our faith, we can
rest in knowing that we will get through—this is the hope in which you want to
encourage your mentee.

2. Call wives/husbands, girlfriends/boyfriends on behalf of mentee.
If you are following the “Do’s” this will not be an issue for you. You want to encourage
your mentee to reconcile with their family members when possible and when beneficial
but your role is not to be a mediator for your mentee especially while they are
incarcerated. If they insist that they need to get information to a family member you can
suggest that they make the request to the chaplain.

3. Give contraband to inmates—gum, pens, books, etc.
This is a prison rule. If you are not sure, don’t give it. In some prisons, certain items may
be approved and given to the inmate by the correctional officer at the front desk but
not always. Many prisons only allow you to enter with a car key, some change for the
vending machines and your ID. And many prisons require books to be sent by the
publisher or on-line book sellers like Amazon.

4. Make promises you can’t keep.
Know your limitations. Don’t commit yourself or anyone else to do anything that you
are not sure is possible. Chances are your mentee has experienced the pain of many
broken promises either their own or another’s. You will build confidence in the
relationship if you avoid making promises you can’t keep.

5. Give legal advice.
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You can share any past experiences that you have had but make sure the process and
the outcome is presented as your experience and not as a representation of the way
things are done.

6. Side with mentee against authority or bad-mouth the system.
No system is perfect and things are going to happen. When your mentee has a conflict
with authority it is an opportunity to encourage them in a new attitude and perspective
on authority. Even if there was an injustice, you can share the proper way to respond
that will bring peace to your mentee rather than more trouble.

7. Bad-mouth other groups.
There are a variety of groups that go into the prison and are available to help with the
various issues that prisoners face. Be careful not to allow your own biases to cloud your
conversations with your mentee. Instead be respectful of the religious and ideologies of
other groups and organizations.

8. Share information about other mentees or inmates.
If you have more than one mentoring relationship there is the possibility that your
mentees may know each other. If that information is discovered be very careful not to
share information about either of them. This is critical in building trust.

9. Enter into business dealings with mentee.
Your mentee may be extremely intelligent and highly talented but entering into
business dealings will add facets to the relationship that are not beneficial and can
undermine the purpose of the mentoring.

10. Push the mentee to give their testimony.
It can be very exciting to watch someone turn their life around but it is best to let
someone practice their new life choices over a long period of time before “going
public.” Often times mentee’s decision to practice changed attitudes and choices in the
many areas of life will speak volumes to a watching world. One year is a good practice
time before publicly sharing a testimony.

11. Major on the minors.
There will most likely be many areas of your mentee’s life that are not ideal. There will
be areas that you would easily declare to be off limits according to what you know to be
true but to try to attack all of those areas up front would be futile. By helping your
mentee learn how to, by faith, have right thinking, and make good choices, those areas
will begin to change for the good.

12. Feel like you have to have all of the answers.
You do not have all of the answers. Your willingness to be available, to be an encouragement and to help
is invaluable. If you are in need of guidance or information, contact your faith leader for help.

[This fact sheet is drawn from the Mentor Training Manual developed by the New Mornings Reentry Services in Pennsylvania.]
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Appendix I
Working with Victims and Returning Citizens: Process Issues

t can seem intimidating to facilitate restorative encounters
between victims and returning citizens. However, there are
some relatively simple principles that will increase the

likelihood that the experience will be positive for all involved.
This fact sheet will explore principles related to the restorative
process, and the next issue will address issues related to the
participants themselves.
1. Preparation of parties is key to a

successful restorative process.
By having individual meetings with participants before the
actual encounter meeting, you give yourself the
opportunity to build rapport and a level of trust with each
person who will be there. You will explain the process
and look for any obstacles they face in participating in the
restorative process. This also gives them the opportunity
to ask questions, to think about what they want to say to
the other party and to begin considering about ways to
repair the harm. This is a time when you can deal with
unrealistic expectations the parties may have—such as
when victims assume that there will be deep remorse
from returning citizens, or returning citizens expect that
the victim will forgive. Unrealistic expectations can turn
what would otherwise be a good experience into a bad
one simply because the participants anticipated more
than was reasonable.

2. Don’t take it personally if victims are
angry or upset.
Victims have suffered trauma through the crime and the
criminal justice process. The anger and pain arising from
such trauma can be directed toward the facilitator in the
restorative justice process. The victim may link you with
the offense, the returning citizen or the justice system.
The best response is to remember that this anger is not
personal and listen to the victims. If possible, direct the
anger to the appropriate person or agency responsible.
Honest, transparent and compassionate treatment will
help to build the relationship with the victim.

3. Use caution in defining successful
outcomes.
The way you define success can impact how you treat
parties in a restorative process. If the focus is on

I completed meetings between victims and returning
citizens then it is possible to coerce parties to
participate in the process when they are uncomfortable
with it. If success means forgiveness or reconciliation,
then it’s possible to push parties toward these
outcomes before they are ready. In either case, the
definition of success could lead to behavior that could
harm the participants.

For a facilitator in a restorative process, success is
providing a safe place—both physically and
emotionally—for all participants to tell their stories, listen
to the stories of others, dialogue about the impact of the
crime and decide on steps for moving forward.

4. Never assume that participants
automatically understand the process.
The restorative justice process will be very new to the
victims and returning citizen. For this reason it is
important to be open and supportive of parties
considering participation. Let them know the purpose
of preparation meetings and that the other party will
not be present. Explain each step of the process from
scheduling to the actual encounter meeting to the
follow-up.

5. Be prepared to develop alternatives
One process does not fit all individuals. Victims may
choose not to participate in a direct encounter but want
some input or need other services. It is important to be
open to the needs of the victims at this time and to help
them find the kind of help they need.

As for the restorative encounter, victims could write
letters explaining the impact of the crime or send a
representative. If a victim doesn’t wish to participate at
all, the returning citizen can meet with a community
representative to discuss the impact of the crime on the
community and ways of repairing the harm. For victims
wishing to participate in a restorative encounter when
the returning citizen is not available, a meeting with
another returning citizen can provide an opportunity for
discussing the harm, as happens in the Sycamore Tree
Project®.

[This fact sheet in drawn from the Focus on Justice series
developed by Prison Fellowship International’s Centre for
Justice and Reconciliation. It was edited to reflect the
language used in this kit and Americanized spelling.]
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Appendix J

Crime’s Impact on Victims

Crimes cause crises that remove victims from their
normal range of experiences and challenge their coping
mechanisms. The realization that they cannot control what
happens to them can shatter victims’ sense of safety and
security. This trauma can touch many areas of victims’ lives.
Understanding the impact of crime on victims is important
preparation for working with them, for helping offenders
understand the impact of their actions, and for ministering to
prisoners and other people who have themselves been victims
of crime.

There are at least seven ways in which crime impacts victims:

Physical
Many victims have to deal with bodily injuries inflicted during
the crime. Tending to those injuries is one way that we love
our neighbor. However, there may also be less obvious
physical symptoms resulting from trauma. These include
nightmares, changed sleep patterns, fatigue, impotence,
weight change, chemical dependency, and an exaggerated
startle response.

Mental
Some of the after-effects of crime include an inability to
concentrate and the experience of flashbacks of the offence.
The crimes’ assault on the victims’ sense of security and self-
control may cause them to struggle to make sense of their
world. They may question levels of safety and crime in society,
struggle with issues of self-blame and failure and develop a
negative self-identity. This is a normal part of the process of
coming to terms with what happened, and with help, the
victims can regain self-control and dignity, and emerge with a
more realistic but positive understanding of the world and of
their place in it.

Spiritual
Because crime raises questions about victims’ fundamental
beliefs, it often leads to a spiritual crisis. The understanding
and supportive response of members of the church can help
victims turn the crisis into an occasion for strengthening and
maturing their faith. Insensitivity and unthinking comments by
the faith community can intensify the faith crisis and the sense
of inappropriate guilt, making it more difficult for victims to
cope.

Emotional
Not all victims react to crime in the same way, and individual
victim’s responses will change over time. Victims
face issues of grief for what was lost in the crime. They may suffer
feelings of guilt and shame, and experience loneliness, depression,
sadness, fear, self-pity and helplessness. This can result in withdrawal
from others and may even lead to acts of revenge.

Interpersonal
Crime affects not only the victims, but also their relationships
with families and friends. The result can include divorce, reduced
parenting skills and disconnection from social and family networks.
There is greater risk of domestic violence and chemical dependency. In
addition, relatives and friends of crime victims may hold unrealistic
expectations of how the victims should respond, leading to blame and
rejection.

Financial
The financial costs of crime arise from lost or damaged property,
medical and psychological treatment, lost income, and the
requirement to participate in judicial proceedings. Furthermore,
victims make lifestyle changes in response to the crime which may
include investing more resources into personal security.

Vocational
Victims may experience a change in their work habits. They may have
difficulty functioning at their previous level due to the emotional and
mental repercussions. Some victims become workaholics as they
withdraw from social and family networks.
Each crime victim and situation is unique. Past trauma, the
existence of good support networks, and the availability of needed
resources all affect the ability of victims to cope. A supportive family,
congregation and community are instrumental in helping victims work
through the various impacts of crime.

This fact sheet is drawn from that of Prison Fellowship International.
Resources:
Trulear, Harold Dean. (1999). Go and do likewise: The Church’s
role in caring for crime victims. In God and the victim:
Theological reflections on evil, victimization, justice, and
forgiveness, ed. Lisa Barnes Lampman and Michelle D. Shattuck, 70-88.
Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company; and
Neighbors Who Care: Washington, D.C. Van Ness, D And Heetderks
Strong, Karen. (1997). Restoring Justice. Cincinnati, OH: Anderson
Publishing Company, 228p. Second Edition 2002. Umbreit, Mark S.
(1998). Victim Sensitive Victim Offender Mediation Training Manual.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Office for Victims of
Crime.
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Appendix M

“A grace experience”
Forgiveness, reconciliation and redemption – A True Story

How one death, two families, and a church transformed a church into a healing community.

A taunt leads to murder.

n the summer of 1996, Mario Ramos, a teenager who had recently joined a gang, taunted four boys in
a car going by and threw his gang’s sign their way. The driver and his passengers drove away, only to
be chased by Mario and his gang friend, Roberto, on a

bicycle. His friend navigated the bike; Mario sat on the
handlebars. When the car got stuck in traffic, Mario and
Roberto rushed toward it. Eager to prove his bona fides to
Roberto who was urging him on, Mario shot the driver,
Andrew Young. Andrew died. He was nineteen. His twin
bother, holding Andrew, and their two friends rushed him
to the hospital. But there he died of his wounds.

Events such as these have become dismayingly
ordinary. Their ubiquity in big cities and even small
towns across America is breaking our hearts and filling our
prisons.

But the story of Mario killing Andrew is not the usual story
we read almost every morning. It is not a typical story that
escalates from revenge and hatred into a climax of shattering
violence.

Instead, it is a story of extraordinary grace – of love,
leadership, faith, forgiveness, reconciliation and redemption -- a
story of how an informal network of support within a

congregation and its community became a Healing Community. That community transformed the lives of
Mario, his family, Andrew’s family, the congregation of a church, and institutions in their community. And
all of this was done without a formal program, without special training – just by a succession of acts of
love and mercy in service to God and to their own people.

I
SOURCES:

Our acquaintance with this story began with
the Jay Shefsky documentary, A Justice
That Heals, which can be obtained from the
Reentry National Media Outreach Campaign
. Many of the quotes found here are from the
documentary. Other sources of quotes
include Robert McClory’s story, “Parish turns
murder to grace - ministering to a killer and
his victim's family” in the Catholic Reporter, a
collection of copies of the St. Nicholas
weekly newsletter, and interviews with Rev.
Oldershaw.

The Outreach Campaign distributes a
film called Fatal Peril: Manhood and
Violence that could help a congregation
understand why young men react to taunts
with such violence and how that violence can
be addressed.
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“Our Mario”

hen the shooting was initially announced in the Chicago media and the shooter seemed to be just
another gangbanger, Rev. Robert Oldershaw’s reaction was that

they should lock him up and throw away the key. With crime plaguing our
communities, this is a common response, not only of pastors, but of the
communities in which they minister.

About a week after he heard of the shooting, though, Rev.
Oldershaw, the pastor at St. Nicholas Church in Evanston near the northern
border of Chicago, learned that Mario and his family were his parishioners and that Mario was a former
altar server. When he learned that it was “his Mario,” “our Mario,” “our parish’s Mario,” he shifted gears
and reflected. “There’s no way we can restore life; the life has been taken,” he said. “But do we serve
justice by destroying another person and taking their humanity away? Don’t we serve justice by trying to
renew, by trying to rehabilitate, by trying to bring someone back to a fuller humanity?”

The pastor’s first steps – a hand and a heart.

His first act as pastor was to reach out to Mario’s family to
counsel and minister to them in their time of worry and
bewilderment. Mario’s distraught parents had had no idea that
their son was involved in a gang. Until getting the call from the
police on the night of the killing, they were happy and proud of
Mario; he had graduated from high school just the day before.
Now he was in the county lockup. And accused of murder.

Next Rev. Oldershaw went to the jail where Mario was
being held for trial. He still seemed to be the gentle, quiet Mario he had known in his parish. Mario cried
in his pastor’s arms. Later he admitted his tears fell then for himself and his fear of losing his future to
prison. His own family, the family of his victim, and Andrew himself were not in his heart or causing the
tears. Not then. Not yet.

Engaging the congregation – offering mercy and seeking justice.

ldershaw knew that the kind of justice and renewal the families and the community needed were
not for him to provide alone. And so his third step was to speak of the death in his homily the next

Sunday and on many Sundays thereafter. He invited the congregation to reach out to Mario by writing to
him and visiting him in jail.

In his homily shortly after the murder, Rev. Oldershaw also described the pain being suffered by
Mario’s family. “Thursday,” he told the congregation, “I’m with his sister. She prepares people for
baptism in the Hispanic community. She feels such shame, such embarrassment, like a leper, or

W

O

The film Dead Man Walking,
based on the ministry of Sister Helen
Prejean to death row inmates, provides a
vivid glimpse of what is involved in visiting
a prisoner and establishing a relationship
with him. A number of study guides have
been developed for viewers of this film.
One helpful one can be found on this
website: http://www.ocadp.org/films.html
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someone who is terminally ill. She feels such sadness, yet such love for Mario, her brother, fear for him,
and for his family.”

“Yesterday,” he added, “I’m with Mario’s parents. They feel so alone and scared. People point
and whisper. They’re afraid for Mario, and for their other children. Mario’s mom is grief stricken.”

He spoke, too, of Andrew and his family, of those in the church who knew them, and of their
suffering.

“Two families devastated!” he cried. “We need to hold both of these families,” he advised, “first
of all with prayer. We need to let them know they are loved, that God loves them. We love them.
Sometimes, too many sometimes, we do nothing because we are afraid we’ll say or do the wrong thing.
The effect on the families is isolation.”

Rev. Oldershaw repeated his suggestion that the members of the church drop a note to the
families. One member of the parish recalled seeing the invitation in the church bulletin. “I can do that,”
she said. Pretty soon she was visiting Mario regularly. Sharing her experience through the church
newsletter, she wrote, “He helps me realize what it is to be the body of Christ, blessed, broken and
shared with each other.” Scores of other members of the church began writing and visiting him as well.

Rev. Oldershaw also recognized that the killing of Andrew was not just an odd or isolated event
but part of a larger set of issues confronting the Mexican-American community. He brought them all
together to discuss these issues, which led to the formation of a drop-in center for Hispanic teens at the
parish gym where, not before long, 75 to 100 kids were coming to socialize.

The meetings with the Mexicans in the parish also led to the realization that many of the
Hispanics in the parish were alienated from and intimidated by many of the institutions of authority in
Evanston – particularly the police and the schools. Dialogue led to their working together, to the schools
becoming more responsive, to the police department’s hiring its first Spanish-speaking counselor and its
first Hispanic community outreach worker. As the rift diminished, the police prepared a meal for 300 of
the Hispanic parishioners and served it after a Sunday mass. Another kind of healing was now taking
root.

The story of St. Nicholas and the Ramos and Young families is the subject of a public television
documentary, A Justice That Heals. In it, the producer comments in a voiceover, “Slowly but surely, the
murder of Andrew Young became not a matter of criminal justice, but a matter of community.”

Spreading the healing.

he suffering of the Ramos and Young families remained in the forefront of the minds and hearts of
Rev. Oldershaw and the congregation. He continued to urge the parish to reach out to Mario, to visit

and write to him. Some visited every week while Mario awaited the outcome of his case – with at least
T
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one traveling five hours round-trip to do so. All of the visitors “reminded Ramos simply that he was not
alone, that forgiveness is possible, that God can draw good out of the worst situation.”

Mario was not the only beneficiary of these visits. One woman from the parish who befriended
Mario, visiting him every week, said that not only could she see the changes in Mario that the visits
inspired but, "To tell the truth, this experience has really changed me, you know -- just doing what Jesus
asks us to do."

The chaplain at the jail, too, noticed the change in Mario born of the love and support the parish
was giving him. He said, "This kid came in here broken. Then you could see a kind of healing starting -- he
even reached out in friendship to his brothers in the unit. You don't see that happen very often in here."

Reaching out to the family of the victim – struggling with forgiveness.

ithin a couple of months of the murder, a parishioner introduced Rev. Oldershaw to Maurine
Young. She was suspicious of the priest at first. Why would the pastor ministering to the family of

her son’s murderer be reaching out to her? A neighbor had told her that the church was praying for her
family, and now Rev. Oldershaw was telling her that he was there for her and her family, that the parish
was distraught over their loss and there for them and that they all wanted to help them. Thus was the
tension reduced and Maurine reconsidered her suspicion.

Later, both Maurine and her husband Steve said they felt drawn to the St. Nicholas Church even
though the congregation included the parents of the boy who had murdered theirs and even as Maurine
continued to attend her Protestant church. By attending St. Nicholas, a church whose members were
distraught that one of their own had killed their boy, Maurine and Steve made a choice for community
over revenge – a choice the parish made as well.

Steve Young moved from grief and anger at a society he felt had failed its young people to
focusing his efforts in a campaign to reduce handgun violence. Maurine Young struggled to forgive
Mario.

Standing in support: “It’s not your fault.”

he wheels of justice start, grind, stammer and stall, and then restart their painfully slow movement.
Mario spent over a year in the Cook County jail pending the conclusion of the case. Members of St.

Nicholas regularly attended the hearings. At the hearing where Mario would enter his plea of guilty, Mrs.
Ramos came in and found that many people from the community were there. She also saw Rev.
Oldershaw, who approached her and said, “I’m coming to be at your side – to give you courage,” she
recalled. And the two sat down next to each other.

Within minutes Andrew’s father, Steve, walked into the courtroom and sat on Rev. Oldershaw’s
opposite side. Rev. Oldershaw turned to Steve and said, “This is Maria Ramos, Mario’s mother. Would

W
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you like to meet her?” Then the pastor turned to Mrs. Ramos and said, “This is Andrew’s father,” and
moved out their way.

Steve recalled that he “held [Mrs. Ramos’] hand. It wasn’t like a handshake; we held hands.” He
says he doesn’t speak much Spanish “and she doesn’t speak much English, so we didn’t say anything to
each other. We looked into each other’s eyes and tears started rolling down my cheeks and it was the
same with her. We were both crying. Her son was going to prison and mine was in the grave.”

Maria was moved by Steve’s gesture. Despite the language barrier, she read the gesture as
though “he was saying, ‘You are not responsible. You didn’t make him do it,’” she said. “‘You are not
guilty,’” she thought him to be saying. “‘It’s not your fault.’”

Responding to a call to serve.

ario was initially represented by a public defender, but as the months dragged on with no action
on the case, Rev. Oldershaw grew concerned that the defender’s extensive caseload kept him

from doing enough for Mario; Roberto Lazcalo, his 15-year-old co-defendant (the boy pedaling the bike)
had already been tried and sentenced to 55 years in prison.

At a church Christmas party, the pastor, distressed over the harsh sentence imposed on Roberto
and worried that Mario would fare as badly, approached a parishioner who is an experienced criminal
defense lawyer. He said he needed his help in Mario’s case and would raise the money to pay him. The
lawyer accepted the case but refused payment, saying, "What could I do? My pastor calls, I gotta
respond," adding that he believed in a justice that requires that not only the innocent deserve a defense.

The attorney represented Mario from that point forward. And Rev. Oldershaw would later
comment that while Mario was indeed hardly innocent in the legal sense, he was certainly an innocent –
untarnished, not cynical and a deeply good person.

Contrition and forgiveness cross in the mail.

ario responded, too. At first, he was almost resentful of the visits, the love and the forgiveness.
He didn’t understand it. He felt so embarrassed that at first he didn’t even want to be around Rev.

Oldershaw. But he came to respond to the outpouring of support from the parish with both a changed
heart and gratitude. He wrote to the parish to apologize for his crime, to express his appreciation for
their care, to acknowledge his faith and to urge that such a thing never happen again.

Mario also realized that he had another apology to offer – to the family of Andrew Young. He
wrote to them saying, "If it was possible I would change places with your son and die in his place instead.
But there is no action which you or I can take to bring back Andrew or change what has been done. But
by God's assurance we know that he is in God's hands. ... Though I could spend the rest of my life in jail, I

M
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don't even come close to the hurt your family must be going through. I hope that some way you may
find it in your heart to forgive me."

As Mario was writing this letter, Mrs. Young began
composing a letter to Mario. She had found the forgiveness
she had been seeking for the year since her son’s death and
said in the letter, "I am Maurine, Andrew's mom. I've thought
of you and prayed for you many times since you shot and
killed my son." After explaining her own faith journey, she
concluded the letter by saying, “You've probably heard Jesus
is the way, the truth and the life. I'm writing to tell you IT’S
TRUE. He desires to lead you on a new adventure. If He is for
you, who can be against you? Well, I don't know whether
you'd ever feel up to asking my forgiveness for killing my
son, so I'll go first. ... I FORGIVE YOU!"

The letters of contrition and forgiveness crossed in the mail, a coincidence not lost on either the
parish or the community. It was breathtaking. A healing community had been born and its birth affected
everyone. Even Steve Young, the father who had struggled harder to reach forgiveness than his wife,
concurred. He said, "I came to realize that first I must forgive as an act of obedience to Jesus' command
in Matthew 18. And when I did that ... God did the rest."

Later, Steve added, “My education in the gun control movement brought me to the
understanding that the gun industry had set up Mario as much as it had Andrew by making handguns so
easily accessible. That realization helped me to forgive Mario. Also in the process of forgiving and
having seen other victims unable to forgive, I found through forgiveness you can help yourself. Once
you forgive and let vengeance and hatred go, you’re free. All that awful stuff stops boiling inside of
you.”

Explaining her forgiveness, Maurine has said, “I never hated the boys that did this. I never really
felt like I wanted to get even. I found it necessary to forgive for selfish reasons. I know my Bible, Old
Testament and New. And I know what unforgiveness does to the mind, to the spirit, to the body. The Old
Testament talks about how it eats away at the marrow of the bones --
causes bitterness which decays your health. I knew that I needed to
forgive because if I didn’t, I would lose my mind.”

Sentencing: “A Justice that Heals.”

ario had formally acknowledged his guilt and pleaded guilty in
court. Finally, thirteen months after the crime, the day of

sentencing arrived. Among many others, Rev. Oldershaw spoke to the
judge presiding over the sentencing hearing. “Christian faith calls me to hate the sin but love the sinner,”
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he said. “I can’t imagine anything worse than taking someone’s life, but I still love Mario. Faith asks
more. That we believe that redemption is possible, that a person can change, and that there is a justice
that heals. I plead with you to balance justice with mercy in sentencing Mario. . .”

The congregation hoped for the miracle of a lenient sentence, but even with the assistance of
the attorney from the parish, the 48-year sentence sought by prosecutors was lowered by only 8 years. A
tough new sentencing law that had gone into effect the year before the crime, requiring that murderers
serve 100 percent of their sentence, made the 40-year sentence mean 40 years. Steve Young later
explained what happened later. “In 1999 the Illinois Supreme Court threw out ‘Truth in Sentencing’ on a
constitutional technicality. The decision meant all sentences passed while the act was in effect reverted
to previous guidelines, which are a day off for a day served. Mario’s sentence was thus cut in half to 20
years.”

While alarmed and disappointed by the original 40-year sentence, the parish committed to
continue to support Mario. The lawyer who had volunteered to represent Mario in court moved on to
volunteer to ensure that the parish remain with Mario during his incarceration. He urged them to keep
writing and visiting the boy, arguing that the way to avoid Mario’s being swallowed up “in the brutality
and horror of prison life,” was for prison officials to “know that people on the outside are coming to see
him and are concerned about his welfare.” The parish responded with a promise not to forget him. They
did not. They have not; they continue to write and to visit Mario to this day.

A mother visits a prisoner – the young man who killed her son.

or did Maurine Young forget Mario. After he was sent to prison, she continued to reflect on justice
and forgiveness and realized that she needed to see Mario. She had been writing to him since their

first remarkable exchange of letters, but she needed to be with him – face to face. Wary of going alone,
she enlisted Rev. Oldershaw and another parishioner whom Mario trusted to accompany her. Upon
arriving, the warden was shocked that the mother of a murdered child would come to visit the murderer,
and even more astonished that she came to tell him that she forgives him.

When Maurine saw Mario approach the visiting room, she saw he was every bit as nervous as
she. Despite her initial letter of forgiveness and the exchange of many letters thereafter, he feared she
would approach him with anger.

Maurine said she could tell that Mario was afraid to look at her. And so, when he entered the
room and sat at the table, she “grabbed both of his hands across the table and looked him in the eye and
said, ‘I want you to know that I am glad to be here.’” Rev. Oldershaw said, “This is a holy moment. Let’s
hold hands and pray.” The four held one another’s hands and their pastor prayed for the Lord’s help.

Then they talked of how things were going for Mario in the prison;
after that, of the suffering of Maurine’s family as a consequence of the killing.
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Maurine, her husband and their three surviving children had each been torn apart by Andrew’s death.
Steve was severely depressed and no longer wanted to live, even as he felt responsible to live for his
surviving children and struggled to support his family. The youngest son would stand in traffic risking
injury because he “wanted to be with Andrew.”

“You caused this mess,” Maurine told Mario. “Now you have a responsibility to hold us up in
prayer. You’re part of this family whether you want to be or not. You are. You’re like my own son.”

Mario got shaky and started to cry. But Maurine was convinced he needed to hear what she was
saying. “He needed to hear the consequences of what he had done.”

Rev. Oldershaw later commented that, “In many ways it had to be harder confronting the
mother of the person you killed who is not saying ‘I hate you,’ but ‘I love you.’” Maurine’s love has not
abated. She, too, remains in touch with Mario.

The healing community further expands.

ario’s parents emerged from this tragedy full of shame, sorrow, a feeling of responsibility for the
death of Andrew and a sense of unworthiness. Despite the efforts of the Youngs and the parish to

help reconcile them to the community, they put themselves in what Rev. Oldershaw says was a kind of
“self-imposed exile.”

But a couple of years after the death, the Ramos family came to the parish’s fall celebration – a
combination of Oktoberfest and Mexican Independence Day. Mr. and Mrs. Maria Ramos grilled the
arrachera, while others grilled the bratwurst. As Rev. Oldershaw watched them and the smoke rising
from the grill, he sensed that the reconciliation had finally occurred.

In 1999, Rev. Oldershaw again brought together the families of Mario and Andrew for a Sunday
afternoon at the church. The mothers shared with each other the impact the killing of Andrew had on
their youngest children.

Then one day Rev. Oldershaw got a call from a local businessman who had struck up a friendship
with a woman working at a local bakery. She came to tell him that she was the mother of Roberto, the
boy who rode the bicycle and urged Mario to shoot Andrew. His mother, like Maria Ramos, said she
wanted to meet the Youngs and apologize for what her boy did.

Rev. Oldershaw arranged for the two families to meet and described it as a “healing experience
all around.” This family, too, then started coming to the church. Rev. Oldershaw officiated at the
marriage of their daughter and now stays in touch with Roberto, too.

The parish was transformed by this experience and has taken that transformation to many new
venues. It deepened and broadened their spirit, their sense of care, and concern for social justice. In
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June 2007, another youth was shot and killed over an argument with a gang. The church attended the
vigil and rally against gun violence at the high school and is working with state legislators and with
Congress to restrict the ready access to guns.

And Mario was transformed. Eleven years have passed and the commitment he made to
forswear gangs, drugs and violence has not wavered. He has a clean disciplinary record in prison and has
now served over half of his revised, 20-year sentence. Even the most skeptical who do not believe in
“foxhole conversions” believe Mario’s transformation is real.

* * *

he St. Nicholas, Ramos and Young story teaches that congregations, every congregation, even the
smallest storefront congregations, have vast storehouses of resources to help in healing and

providing support. They don’t need experts. They don’t need to set up programs. They don’t need to
establish a nonprofit and seek funding from the government or foundations. They can translate faith into
support of grieving, anguished members and their families with what they already have. Right now.

As one pastor told us, “We don’t call it a hospital program or a hospital ministry when we visit a
member of the congregation sick in a hospital; then why should we think of it as a prisoner program or
ministry when we visit a person in jail? It’s just what we do – what we do as a community.”

Asked how he would advise other pastors thinking about getting involved in such work, Rev.
Oldershaw explained, “The need is clear. But there is a fear about getting involved. I didn’t know what to
do [about Mario] but I knew I had to do something. People need to take a risk. Lots of people are crying
out there; they need help. The biggest problem is hesitating – a fear of stepping forward and getting
involved. But you can learn on the job.

“Step out,” he suggests, “and learn from others. I had to take a risk, step outside my comfort
zone. And the only way I could do any of this was by empowering other people and trusting them.
Empower. Trust. Trust. There are many people of goodwill with many gifts. Every person in the parish
has a gift. My job is just to help them identify those gifts and then share them. That is the grace
experience.”
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