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This document is intended as a resource for participants in the JustMatters 

Prison Reform module.  All materials are copyrighted and JustFaith  is 
trademarked.    

 

 

JustFaith Ministries works in cooperation with the partner organizations 
listed on this page and receives over half of its funding in the form of 

charitable contributions from program graduates. 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 

Weekly Assignments 
 

Session 
 

Meeting 
date 

 

 
Assignment 

ONE 
 

 READ: 

 Note to Participants (from JustFaith Ministries) 

 Letter of Introduction (from Jens Soering) 

 Guest Speakers/Immersions 

 Introduction to The Church of the Second Chance (CSC)  

 The Right Has a Jailhouse Conversion” at:         

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/24/magazine/24GOP.h

tml 
USE:  Reflection Questions 
REVIEW: Webliography 

 
TWO 
 

 READ: 

 CSC (Chapter 1 and Appendix) 

 Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration (RRR) 

(pages 1-45 and 68).          

USE: Reflection Questions 

 

THREE 
 

 READ: 

 CSC (Chapters 2 and 5) 

USE: Reflection Questions 

 

 FOUR 
 

 READ: 

 CSC (Chapters 3 and 9) 

VIEW:  

 When Kids Get Life (DVD) 

 The House I Lived In (Netflix).   

COMPLETE: Special Project on media and sentencing            

USE:  Reflection Questions 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/24/magazine/24GOP.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/24/magazine/24GOP.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/24/magazine/24GOP.html
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FIVE: 

 

 READ: 

 CSC (Chapters 7 & 6) 

 “For I was in Prison and You Visited Me”—Prison 

Conditions and “Wardens from Wall Street: Prison 

Privatization” (Bishops of the South Prison Pastoral 

Letter).    

COMPLETE:  Special project on personal stock ownership     

USE: Reflection Questions 

 

SIX:  
 

 READ: 

 Stories of Hope from Let’s Start   

VIEW: One of the following online/on YouTube -  

 WOMEN IN PRISON: A Hard Look  

 HARDEST PRISONS: Wayne County Female Jail 

 HARDEST PRISONS: Maricopa County Female Jail  

 WOMEN BEHIND BARS: Rockville Correctional 

Facility   

SEARCH: TV and the Internet for views of women in jail    

USE: Reflection Questions 

 

SEVEN: 

 

 READ: 

 CSC (Chapter 4)  

 Howard Zehr:  Changing Lenses (Chapters 9 and 10, 

Appendices and Afterwords)   

REVIEW and REPORT: Participants assess various websites     

   focused on reconciliation or restorative justice and be prepared   

    to give a brief report to group.   

USE: Reflection Questions  

   

EIGHT: 

 

 DECIDE: The group will determine what will take place  

   (whether speaker or immersion) and when it will be scheduled    

   during the sequence of sessions. 

USE:  Reflection Questions 

NINE: 

 

 READ 

 CSC (Chapter 8) 

 RRR (pp. 57-63 

  Engaging the World Together,  found at: 

http://www.justfaith.org/graduates/pdf/engaging_the_wor

ld_together.pdf        

REVIEW: Responses to Reflection Questions 

 

 

http://www.justfaith.org/graduates/pdf/engaging_the_world_together.pdf
http://www.justfaith.org/graduates/pdf/engaging_the_world_together.pdf
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     Session One 
 

 

Note to Participants - from JustFaith Ministries 
 

This module on prison reform was revised at the start of 2014.  Other than two added 

sessions (Six and Seven), the module faithfully reflects the words, the work and the 

passion of a convicted criminal whose view of our world from a prison cell offers us 

unique perspectives on prisoners and prison reform and on faith and prayer. The author, 

Jens Soering, has undergone a deepening of his faith and a conversion to Catholicism 

while serving his sentence. You are invited to enter his heart, receive his challenging 

words, and listen to the Spirit that speaks through him from the cage of a federal prison. 

 

We ask you to enter his cell – his cage - with a willing heart.  His writing and module 

material may challenge your present thinking, may anger you, may frighten you, may 

sadden you, and/or may open new doors of understanding for you.  You need not agree 

with everything in his book, The Church of the Second Chance, or this module.  No 

matter what your reaction is to anything you read or hear, however, it is critically 

important that you keep your head and your heart open to new ideas and the possibility of 

new truths.  It is also critically important that you commit to listening carefully and fully 

to what others in your group have to say.  It is only through genuine and open dialogue 

that we as a nation will improve the situation and conditions surrounding crime, prisons 

and prisoners in the United States.   

 

At JustFaith Ministries we believe that there is a connection between inmates and many 

other social justice topics.  For example, a prisoner may have been homeless or may upon 

release become homeless; inmates may have experienced poverty or will experience 

poverty upon release; an inmate may have come from a dysfunctional family.  Upon 

release, inmates will, most certainly, experience wage discrimination and even predatory 

lending given that they are considered a high loan risk.  There is also a growing 

population of inmates who are undocumented immigrants or from immigrant families.  

Given these conditions and situations, prisoners, too, are part of the web of social 

injustice!  

 

Prayers 

As with the rest of the module (except Sessions Six and Seven), Mr. Soering wrote the 

opening and closing prayers. We have done some framing of his prayers and have done 

our best to remain faithful to his original words and intentions.  Symbols and rituals have 

been added to broaden the experience of prayer and invite your participation.   
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Each time you gather for prayer, you are encouraged to keep Jens and the millions of 

incarcerated people in our world in your hands and heart. You are encouraged to use 

these prayers not only for your group sessions but also for your daily prayer during the 

weeks you are engaged in this process.  You may wish to copy and share one or more of 

the prayers with other people.  Perhaps you can use them to help you keep the unseen 

millions of prisoners in the forefront in your homes, your places of work and, most 

importantly, in your places of worship.  

 

The prayers for all the sessions are found in the Appendix of this packet (page 44). 

 

 

In closing … 

As Jens says in the opening to his book, “Crime has identifiable causes: poverty, lack of 

education, alcoholism, drug addiction, mental illness, and, in some cases, anti-social 

behavior.  For felons who fall in the latter category, penitentiaries are indeed necessary 

and useful institutions.  But many of the ignorant, drunk and crazy people currently being 

warehoused behind bars could become productive citizens – with a little help.  These 

men, women and juveniles are not and never were an ‘enemy’ to be ‘defeated,’ but fellow 

Americans who need help finding a useful and legal role in society.”   We cannot and 

must not “continue to frame the issue of crime control in terms of a ‘war on crime’.” 

 

Keep in mind that this study process is just an introduction to a complex topic. As you 

move through and beyond the module, you are invited to return to these key questions as 

a way to open new doors and new pathways for yourselves and others: What have I 

heard, received or shared that has set me free? How will I respond? 

 

We also hope you will assist us with our continuing development of the module by taking 

time to complete the evaluation at the end of module.  Your comments will give us 

insights into how to improve the program for the benefit of others.   

 

We also hope your experience is informational, formational, and transformational.   

 

 

Thank you for taking this journey.   

The topic is of critical importance to our nation and the world. 
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     Session One 
 

 

Letter of Introduction - from Jens Soering 
 

“The Spirit of the lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to 

the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the 

blind, and to let the oppressed go free…” 

Luke 4: 18 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

 Welcome to JustFaith Ministries JustMatters Prison Reform module!  This letter 

will give you a brief overview of the subject, introduce you to our primary text, and 

prepare you for Session One, the Introductory Session.  There also are reading 

assignments relating to agenda items for the Introductory Session.  Please study this 

material carefully before Session One. 

Overview 

 

 In choosing to become fully human - in the flesh - God appeared among us 

neither as a priest or a monk, a king or a general, a poet or a philosopher.  Instead, in 

Jesus, God became a death row prisoner, a condemned criminal executed alongside two 

thieves.  When Christ laid down his life, he accepted to do so as a “dead man walking.”  

 

 The implications of this central fact of our faith, it seems, are largely ignored in 

America today.  While the U.S. has only 4.6% of the world’s population, roughly 25% of 

all the inmates on the planet are housed in this country’s correctional facilities.  The “land 

of the free” incarcerates a higher percentage of its own population than any other nation 

on earth – more than China, more than Iran, more than anyone.  If Jesus were to return in 

our age, one of his questions to Americans would surely be, “Why are you treating so 

many of your fellow citizens the way that the Romans and the Sanhedrin treated me?” 

 

 The Prison Reform module is designed to help you answer that question with 

more than a shrug and embarrassed silence.  As brothers and sisters of the convict Christ, 

we not only bear a special responsibility to “liberate the prisoners,” as Jesus promised in 

the synagogue at Nazareth, we also have special advantages when carrying out this 

mission (Luke 4:18).  Most importantly, we have the example of Jesus, who freed a man 

controlled by demons from his “fetters and chains,” dined with Zacchaeus (whom we 

today would refer to as a “white collar” criminal), saved a condemned woman from 

execution, and chose a thief as the very first person to take with him to paradise (Mark 

5:4; Luke 19:1-10; John 8:1-11; Luke 23:43). 
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 Even on the political plane, we have good reason to hope that transforming this 

country’s broken correctional system is finally becoming a real possibility.  One of the 

very few policy areas where some conservatives and liberals have found common ground 

in recent years has been the need for faith-based prison reform.  Ironically enough, our 

work may help to heal not only our criminal justice system but also America’s bitter 

political divide. 

 

Text and Session Structure 

 

 To prepare yourselves for this work, you will conduct an in-depth study of The 

Church of the Second Chance – A Faith-based Approach to Prison Reform, which I refer 

to hereafter as The Church.  This main text for the module was designed to serve as an 

exhaustive, one-volume guide for small groups. [However, after the module was used and 

evaluated by many different parish groups, JustFaith Ministries staff revised the module 

by adding several topics not included in The Church of the Second Chance and giving a 

full session to “Next Steps.”  As a result, there are now nine sessions. In addition, there 

are two additional booklets to read and a new DVD. - Editor]  

 

 Because America’s prison crisis has theological, criminological/sociological and 

personal causes, each chapter of The Church and each session will address all three 

factors: 

 The sessions using my book always begin by studying a “biblical felon”.  

 Each session examines a specific subtopic in the field of criminal justice.  

 Each chapter from my book concludes with an interview that lets those involved 

in the penal system speak to you in their own words. 

 

Reading assignments for the Prison Reform module will come mainly from The 

Church of the Second Chance.  But as was indicated in the outline of assignments, 

several other smaller texts and videos also will be used.  In addition, participants are 

being asked to spend some quiet time each week reflecting on and journaling about what 

they are reading, seeing, and hearing.  One of these videos will be circulated among 

participants for viewing at home. [Also, participants will need to watch another film 

online.] 

 

 Hopefully, when you finish this module on Prison Reform, you will have a better 

understanding of major aspects of America’s correctional crisis.  By the end of the 

program, you will have the background to choose an area of prison reform advocacy that 

suits your particular talents and opportunities, while understanding how your individual 

efforts fit into the larger picture.  Instead of prescribing ready-made “solutions,” this 

module is designed to help participants develop their own means of “liberat[ing] the 

prisoners.” 

 

Thank you for your interest in and commitment to this module on Prison Reform. 

 

        Jens Soering 
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     Session One 

 
 

Guest Speaker / Immersion Ideas – from Jens Soering 

 
 You are encouraged to add an additional session to the JustMatters Prison Reform 

module, one devoted to a guest speaker or an immersion experience.  As you prepare for 

Session One, please review the suggestions below and decide whether anyone in your 

circle of friends, acquaintances and contacts might be suitable. 

 

Kinds of Guest Speakers You Might Consider 

 

 Prison minister – If possible, choose one who not only conducts services in prison 

but also has some experience of helping discharged inmates reintegrate into the 

community.  He or she should also be prepared to speak about his or her insights into the 

lives of prisoners in their facilities. 

 

 Prisoner rights advocate – Many states have small prisoner rights advocacy 

organizations.  As with the prison ministers, representatives of these organizations are 

usually eager to speak to groups.  It is always helpful if the group members can pool their 

resources and make a financial donation as well.   

 

 Relative of prisoner – With a national correctional population of 2.3 million, 

virtually everyone in the U.S. knows someone who has or has had a family member in 

prison.  Relatives of inmates are almost entirely ignored in criminal justice policy 

discussions, yet they truly are victims of crime, too. 

 

 Ex-prisoner – Incarceration is a very traumatic experience, and not all former 

inmates recover well.  If you chose an ex-prisoner or a relative of an ex-prisoner as your 

guest speaker, s/he should be carefully vetted in advance to make sure his or her point of 

view will work with the group.  Also, a former inmate who served several years in a state 

or federal penitentiary will be more valuable as a guest speaker than one who spent only a 

few months in a local jail. 

 

Immersion 

 

Local jail or state prison – A tour of a correctional center will be exceedingly 

difficult to arrange but should at least be attempted.  If such a visit takes place, the 

facilitator or someone familiar with prison visits must prepare group members carefully: 

most inmates deeply resent being gawked at, and some may act out in unpleasant ways. 

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

12 

 Halfway house – This could become the start of a long and fruitful relationship 

between the group and the facility.  When contacting the staff, ask about bringing pizzas 

and soft drinks, personal hygiene items, second hand clothes, older household appliances, 

etc.: many correctional facilities discharge inmates with nothing more than $25 and a bus 

ticket. 

 

 Mental health facility – As a result of the closure of most mental hospitals in the 

1970s and -80s, prisons and especially jails have become the nation’s de facto psychiatric 

centers, housing roughly 400,000 prisoner-patients.  A visit to a mental health facility 

will give group members an opportunity to meet men and women who have been spun 

through the revolving door between correctional centers and psychiatric hospitals. 

 

 Homeless shelter – If staff is willing, they may be able to arrange a visit with a 

select group of residents who have spent time behind bars. 

 

 Veterans’ group – The final chapter of The Church raises the subject of 

incarcerated veterans; for further information, see the end notes and especially Art 

Beeler, “When Johnny or Jane Comes Marching Home,” in Corrections Today, February 

2007, p. 60 et seq.  If your group has a special interest in this urgent issue, and if a local 

veterans’ group is willing to cooperate, a meeting with a group of formerly incarcerated 

vets could be a particularly valuable experience. 

 

 ATI Program – Your local courthouse may operate an ATI (alternatives to 

incarceration) program such as a Mental Health Court or a Drug Court.  To get a first-

hand look at a proven and effective way to spare hundreds of thousands of people the 

trauma of incarceration while still holding them responsible for their behavior, spend a 

day observing the proceedings and talking to staff and participants. Note: Most likely, 

this option will require advance research by someone from the group. 
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     Session One 
 

 

Introduction: The Church of the Second Chance 
 
Let’s start with a pop quiz: what do Adam and Eve, Joseph, Moses, Samson, David, 

Daniel and his three friends, Jesus, Paul and Onesimus all have in common? Yes, of 

course, in one way or another each of them is an indispensable link in the long chain of 

people who brought us salvation through grace and faith in the incarnate Word. But what 

else do they share? 

 Do you “see but not perceive, … listen but not understand” (Mark 4:12, quoting 

Isaiah 6:9)? The answer is so obvious! All of these holy men and women, these heroes of 

our precious faith, our spiritual forefathers and foremothers, were … criminals, or prison 

inmates, or both. 

 Adam and Eve were guilty of receiving stolen goods and petty theft, respectively. 

That infamous apple was taken and eaten contrary to the express wishes of the 

fruit’s legal owner. 

 Joseph was convicted of raping Potiphar’s wife, though the Bible declares him to 

be innocent. After serving many years in prison, Pharaoh freed him without, 

however, officially exonerating him. 

 Moses was guilty of capital murder. The slave driver he killed was a legitimate 

law enforcement officer, equivalent to a prison guard in our age. 

 Samson committed robbery-murder, arson and acts of terrorism. He killed thirty 

men and stole their clothes to pay off a gambling debt; he burned down Philistine 

fields and vineyards with those foxes whose tails he set on fire; and he 

slaughtered three thousand civilians in a murder-suicide when he destroyed the 

great hall. 

 David solicited murder by proxy. He commanded his general Joab to abandon 

Uriah the Hittite on the battlefield so he would be killed. 

 Daniel and his friends were sentenced to death in the lion’s den and the fiery 

furnace, respectively, for breaking their government’s religious decrees. 

 Jesus died a prisoner’s death: he was tried in court just like an ordinary felon and 

then executed alongside two other criminals. 

 Paul was an accessory to murder. He joined the lynch mob that stoned Stephen, 

watching over the killers’ coats as they pelted a helpless man with rocks until he 

was dead. 

 Onesimus, one of Paul’s especially valued assistants, committed theft. As a slave, 

he was the legal property of his owner and thus broke the law by running away 

(Philemon, v. 12, 16, 19). 
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When the author of the Letter to the Hebrews writes so movingly of “the great cloud 

of witnesses” to our faith (Hebrews 12:1), he means the crooks and convicts above, 

among others. Their felony records did not bar them from places of honor in what we 

might call the Church of the Second Chance. 

Of course none of this should surprise readers of my third book, The Convict 

Christ: What the Gospel Says about Criminal Justice. That volume’s premise is that 

God’s Son gave his life for our sins in a very specific way: by becoming a “dead man 

walking,” a death row prisoner, the lowest of the low. Working backward from that 

often-overlooked fact, The Convict Christ examines an astonishing fourteen episodes in 

the life of our Savior in which he either spoke about or interacted with outlaws or 

inmates. Jesus reached out in love to felons and prisoners because he “did not come to 

call the righteous but sinners” (Mark 2:17), including some outright villains:  

 the Woman Caught in Adultery, whose offense was not considered a personal 

failure in those days, but a crime deserving the death penalty (John 8:1–11); 

 Zacchaeus the tax collector, who admitted to several counts of embezzlement 

(Luke 19:1–10); and 

 the Gerasene Demoniac, who attacked travelers on the road near the tombs where 

he lived (Matthew 8:15). 

While Jesus gave these three miscreants an opportunity to turn their own lives around, 

however, God did something even more remarkable with the criminals and jailbirds we 

will examine in this book: he used them to advance his plan of salvation for all of 

humanity. Thus they not only got a second chance themselves, but became our Father’s 

means of giving all of us a second chance, too. 

 Consider the tasks he assigned to the felonious subjects of our study: 

 Adam and Eve peopled the earth. 

 Joseph saved his whole family and thus preserved the entire Jewish nation. 

 Moses led the slaves out of Egypt and gave them the Ten Commandments. 

 Samson kept the flame of independence alive in the Israelites when the Philistines 

began to encroach on their land.  

 David secured the kingdom and assured its future by producing an heir. 

 Daniel and his three friends demonstrated how the Jews could preserve their 

religious identity even during their exile. 

 Jesus reconciled us to our Father on the cross. 

 Paul spread the Gospel throughout the Near East and into Europe. 

 Onesimus, Paul’s helper, stayed with him even after he was imprisoned 

(Philemon, v. 10, 13). 

The deeds these men and women performed were often heroic and always historic—not 

at all what one would expect from mere outlaws and inmates. How did this riffraff find 

the courage to do what princes and priests did not? What helped them take their second 

chance and turn it into triumph? 

 Forgiveness. Mercy. Free pardon. 

 Pardon for all of humanity’s sins is what Christ earned for us on Golgotha, of 

course. Just to make sure that we got the message, he chose a thief as the very first person 

he took with him to paradise (Luke 23:43). Each one of us is a sinner no less than that 
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thief; we all need mercy as much as he did. If a “scumbag” criminal cannot be forgiven, 

then none of us get a second chance, either. 

 Unfortunately, we tend to ignore this lesson. In our own eyes, we do not need to 

be pardoned quite as much as the thief because we think of ourselves as reasonably 

decent people, trying our best, etc. What distinguishes the other eight criminals and 

convicts featured in this book is that their life experiences saved them from making this 

spiritual error.  

 When they broke the law or went to prison, our protagonists all hit the proverbial 

rock bottom. They had to face their own weakness and sinfulness and admit that nothing 

they could do would lift them out of the depths to which they had sunk. Only God’s 

mercy could save them—and when he granted it, their gratitude was so intense that they 

could not help but throw themselves completely into whatever mission our Father 

assigned to them. 

 If “he who has been forgiven little, loves little,” as Jesus said, then he or she who 

has been forgiven very much also loves very much (Luke 7:47, NIV). 

 Paul nicely sums up this spiritual dynamic in his First Letter to Timothy, written 

many years after he stood as a lookout for Stephen’s murderers: “I was once a 

blasphemer and a persecutor and an arrogant man, but I have been mercifully treated 

because I acted out of ignorance…. I am grateful to him who has strengthened me, Christ 

Jesus our Lord” (1:13, 12). 

But gratitude for his own forgiveness does not suffice. Paul goes on to explain 

that the reception of divine pardon has now placed an obligation on him: “…for that 

reason I was mercifully treated, so that in me, as the foremost [of sinners], Christ Jesus 

might display all his patience, as an example for those who would come to believe in 

him” (1:16, emphasis added). That second step—the acceptance of a duty to pass on to 

others the grace and forgiveness one has received—this is what distinguishes Paul and 

the other criminals and inmates we will examine. 

 We shall not stop with a pleasant little Scripture study on the “Bad Boys and Girls 

of the Bible,” however; if our faith is to have any meaning, we must apply God’s word to 

our own lives and times. That is how Christ read the Torah, as a handbook for action: 

feed the hungry, heal the sick, chase the moneylenders from the Temple! Those of us 

who follow Jesus today would do well to read our Bible in the same spirit. 

 When it comes to the success that our scriptural scoundrels made of their second 

chance, for instance, we might ask ourselves why ex-convicts in America fare so much 

worse. Joseph was put in charge of all of Egypt after serving time for rape, but 60% of 

inmates discharged from U.S. correctional centers remain unemployed one year after 

their release.
1
 What did Pharaoh know about reintegrating former prisoners that America 

has forgotten? 

 Even as you read these lines, criminal justice experts and legislators are debating 

that very question—minus the reference to Pharaoh, of course. They are struggling to 

come to terms with a correctional crisis that has been building for over thirty years, but is 

only now reaching a climax:  

                                                 

 
1
 Alan Elsner, “Inmates’ ‘Do Not Pass Go’ Card,” Los Angeles Times, January 29, 2004. 
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 Since the early 1970s, the number of inmates in U.S. jails and penitentiaries has 

grown sevenfold, from 300,000 to 2.3 million.
2
 

 The land of the free now incarcerates a higher percentage of its own citizens than any 

other country on earth, bar none.
3
 

 Although only 4.6% of the global population lives in America, 22% of the world’s 

prison population is housed in U.S. correctional centers.
4
 

And the number of convicts keeps on rising, by an average of 3.3% a year since 1995.
5
 

Another 13% will be added to the nation’s penitentiary population between 2007 and 

2011.
6
 To hold them all, America now operates 1,208 adult prisons and 3,365 jails, with 

more opening up every year.
7
 

 Locking up such enormous throngs of people has not made this country any safer, 

however: the crime rate in 2003 was precisely the same as in 1973.
8
 Of course, opinions 

will differ on whether that is good news or bad, depending on how fondly one recalls the 

early seventies. Either way, the fact remains that a 700% increase in the number of 

inmates produced a 0% change in levels of offending. 

Instead of lowering crime, mass incarceration has only produced a new public 

safety problem: huge hosts of ex-convicts. Each year, prison departments throughout 

America discharge 672,000 inmates who have finished their sentences.
9
 And 67.5% of 

those 672,000 will re-offend within three years of their release.
10

 

 So all those extra jails and penitentiaries built since the 1970s can truthfully be 

described as factories that produce 453,000 brand-new recidivists every twelve months. 

Not exactly a resounding victory in the “war on crime.” 

 This Rube Goldberg device for increasing the amount of human misery in the 

world costs U.S. taxpayers $63 billion (with a “b”) per year.
11

 According to the Pew 

Charitable Trusts, the projected 13% expansion of the correctional system will cost an 

                                                 
2
 Marc Mauer, Race to Incarcerate (New York: The New Press, 1999), 82–84; Richard Willing, “Inmate 

Population Rises as Crime Drops,” USA Today, July 29, 2003; Connie Cass, “Prison Population Grows by 

2.9% in 2003,” Associated Press, May 29, 2004; Richard Willing, “U.S. Prison Populations on the Rise,” 

USA Today, May 28, 2004; Report of the Re-entry Policy Council (Washington, DC: Council of State 

Governments / Urban Institute Re-entry Policy Forum, February 2005), xvii; and Paige M. Harrison and 

Allen J. Beck, Prisoners in 2005 (Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006), 1. 
3
 Roy Walmsley, World Prison Population List, 3

rd
 ed. (London: Home Office Research, Development and 

Statistics Directorate, 2002); Cass, “Prison.”   
4
 Walmsley, World Prison; U.S. Census Bureau, 2002, as cited in Peter Wagner, The Prison Index 

(Springfield, MA: Prison Policy Initiative, 2003). 
5
 Harrison and Beck, Prisoners in 2005 , 2. 

6
 Kevin Johnson, “Study Predicts Rise in Inmate Population,” USA Today, February 14, 2007. 

7
 John J. Gibbons and Nicholas de B. Katzenbach, eds., Confronting Confinement: A Report of the 

Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons (New York: Vera Institute of Justice, 2006), 89, 

based on American Correctional Association and Bureau of Justice Statistics data. 
8
 Curt Anderson, “Violent Crime Rate for 2003 Holds Steady,” Associated Press, September 13, 2004; 

“2004 Crime Rate Hovered at Low Levels,” USA Today, September 26, 2005. 
9
 Bureau of Justice Statistics Press Release, “One in Every 32 Adults Was in Prison, Jail, on Probation, or 

on Parole at the End of 2005,” November 30, 2006, 4:30 P.M., by Stu Smith. 
10

 Patrick A. Langan and David J. Levin, Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994 (Washington, DC: 

Bureau of Justice Statistics, June 2002). 
11

 Kristen A. Hughes, Justice Expenditures and Employment in the United States (Washington, DC: Bureau 

of Justice Statistics, 2003).  
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additional $27.5 billion (with a “b”) annually.
12

 These figures are high enough for 

politicians, social scientists and even some commentators to search for alternatives: 

 Since the turn of the century, twenty-five states have carried out reforms like 

abolishing “mandatory minimum” sentences or restoring time off for good behavior.
13

 

 Conservative criminologist John J. DiIulio, Jr. has argued for the immediate release 

of all inmates locked up for narcotics offenses only.
14

 

 Republican pundit Cal Thomas has called for all those who committed nonviolent 

property crimes and “public order” offenses to be punished by fines instead of 

prison.
15

 

However, those twenty-five states’ reform efforts have only slowed, but not reversed the 

growth of America’s correctional population.
16

 And even if DiIulio’s and Thomas’s 

proposals were actually implemented, they would still leave over one million men, 

women and juveniles behind bars. 

 That would mean more than 300,000 prisoners would still be returning to society 

each year, and roughly 200,000 of them would still re-offend. 

 So must these hundreds of thousands of ruined lives simply be considered 

collateral damage, an inevitable level of wastage in a modern industrialized state? Is there 

really nothing that can help these ex-convicts, and the citizens whom they victimize after 

leaving prison, and the taxpayers who have to finance this exercise in futility? 

 Yes, there is help. All three groups—offenders, victims and society at large—can 

break the cycle of despair through the careful, considered and Christian application of the 

same key that freed Joseph and Moses and Paul to do great things after they broke the 

law. Forgiveness. Mercy. Free pardon. 

 Of course pardon does not make all punishment unnecessary. And although mercy 

is offered to all, it comes with a condition: “If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he 

repents, forgive him,” Christ taught the disciples (Luke 17:3). No grant of pardon is 

possible without the acceptance of responsibility by the offender, without the full and 

frank admission of his or her need to change. 

 But while forgiveness makes heavy demands of the sinner, it requires no less of a 

sacrifice from the sinned-against: letting go of anger and pain, relinquishing the status of 

victim, and giving wrongdoers a real second chance. 

When Daniel’s three friends emerged from the fiery furnace after breaking King 

Nebuchadnezzar’s decree, “the king promoted Shadrach, Mesach and Abednego in the 

province of Babylon” (Daniel 3:97, emphasis added). And Christ did not replace stoning 

with a lesser punishment for the Woman Caught in Adultery, but simply told her, “Go 

now and leave your life of sin behind” (John 8:11). 

 This abundance of mercy is likely to provoke howls of outrage, as God himself 

pointed out: 

…though I say to the wicked man that he shall surely die, if he turns from his sin 

and does what is right, giving back pledges, restoring stolen goods, living by the 

                                                 
12

 Johnson, “Study Predicts Rise.”  
13

 Vincent Schiraldi, “States Are Releasing Pressure on Prisons,” Washington Post, November 30, 2003. 
14

 John J. DiIulio, Jr., “Two Million Prisoners Are Enough,” Wall Street Journal, March 12, 1999. 
15

 Cal Thomas, “Three Strikes and You’re Broke,” Tribune Media Services, November 17, 2003. 
16

 Alan Elsner, “America’s Prison Habit,” Washington Post, January 24, 2004. 
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statutes that bring life, and doing no wrong, he shall surely live, he shall not die. 

None of the sins he committed shall be held against him; he has done what is right 

and just, he shall surely live. Yet your countrymen say, “The way of the Lord is 

not fair!” (Ezekiel 33:14–17, emphasis added) 

What makes this passage so interesting is that forgiveness is applied specifically to 

criminal offenses (“stolen goods”), including those carrying the death penalty (“he shall 

not die”). For those of us who make an effort to live “by the statutes” and follow the 

rules, so much mercy for outlaws does indeed seem unfair. 

 The purpose of this book is to help us apply the standards of this seemingly unfair 

divine justice to America’s prison system. In each of the nine chapters, we begin with a 

Bible study that examines how God and his Son handled a particular outlaw’s case. Then 

we study one of a variety of problems besetting our jails and penitentiaries—everything 

from prison rape to mentally ill inmates. Finally, each chapter introduces us to a genuine 

hero laboring in the vineyards of prison reform and prison ministry today, or to one of 

five long-term inmates spending their time behind bars doing great things for their fellow 

convicts. Here is a preview of coming attractions: 

 Adam and Eve’s theft of an apple gives us the opportunity to review how 

Christian concepts of justice have changed through history. In our first interview, 

we meet someone who challenges our understanding of justice, punishment, 

mercy and redemption: George C., sentenced to sixty years for rape and burglary 

in 1984 and now the coordinator of two prayer groups at the correctional center 

where he and I serve time together. 

 As noted earlier, the notorious ex-convict Joseph the Israelite was put in charge of 

Egypt and successfully steered that nation through an agricultural crisis. Today 

the Reverend Bill Twine’s Onesimus House helps recently released inmates find 

work of a more humble nature so that these men, too, can rejoin society. In his 

interview, Rev. Twine explains why his ministry has become both more difficult 

and more rewarding over the last twenty years. 

 Forty years after he killed the slave-driver, Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt 

but never abolished the institution of slavery itself. A similar sort of blindness 

arguably prevents us from seeing the reality of prison today. When we meet 

Carlton L.—sentenced to thirty years for aggravated involuntary manslaughter in 

1997 and now working as an inmate chaplain’s clerk—our eyes may begin to be 

opened. 

 The ending of Samson’s life as a prisoner in the Philistines’ great hall lets us 

consider the role and concerns of the victims’ rights movement. Thanks to our 

interview with Linda L. White, a crime victim herself, we can now imagine a 

different conclusion to Samson’s sad story. 

 King David was arguably the worst of our biblical criminals, yet his very public 

repenting sufficed to rehabilitate him in the eyes of ancient Israelite society. At 

our correctional facility, Kent I.—sentenced to life and two years for murder in 

1990—conducts a painting class for offenders who are trying to rehabilitate 

themselves today. 

 Students of the Book of Daniel usually focus on the heroism of the three young 

men who preferred going to the fiery oven instead of betraying their faith. Just as 
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interesting, however, is the reason they were put on trial: very prosaic motives of 

power and, ultimately, money. In our interview, Warden Charlie Campbell, who 

once oversaw the only coed correctional facility in the federal Bureau of Prisons, 

explains some of the financial motives behind the creation of the world’s largest 

prison system in the U.S. 

 Before he was executed, the notorious felon Jesus of Nazareth was stripped 

naked, dressed up as a king to humiliate him, beaten and scourged. Sadly, the 

mistreatment to which inmates are routinely exposed today differs only in kind, 

not in intent or barbarity. Our interview subject is Ras Talawa Tafari, sentenced to 

forty-seven years for armed robbery and abduction in 1990—and confined in 

solitary isolation continuously since 1999, simply because he refuses to cut off his 

Rastafarian dreadlocks, symbols of his faith. 

 During his sojourn in the jail at Philippi, Paul operated a classic faith-based 

initiative for his fellow inmates, a textbook example of early prison ministry. 

Dennis and Loretta Beeman tell us how they came to follow in Paul’s footsteps by 

holding monthly Communion services at the facility where I am incarcerated. 

 Onesimus’s decision to run away from his legal owner not only constituted an act 

of theft but also challenged the foundation of a culture and society based on 

slavery—a very serious crime indeed. In the U.S. today, a dangerous felon like 

Onesimus can expect to be subjected to merciless policies like “three strikes” 

laws, parole abolition, mandatory minimums or life without possibility of parole. 

But Bud T.—sentenced to one hundred and twenty-seven years for first-degree 

murder, malicious wounding and numerous counts of aggravated sexual assault 

and sodomy in 1983—demonstrates that no offender is beyond hope and 

redemption. 

 By introducing you to the nine activists and prisoners above—all of them friends 

or acquaintances of mine—I hope to encourage you to form friendships with their 

counterparts in your area. Meeting personally with men and women like these is, I 

believe, the first and absolutely necessary first step toward addressing America’s 

correctional crisis. Even in this, the most individualistic country on earth, we are still all 

members of one community: criminals, victims, and bystanders. Christians, perhaps more 

than any others, can breathe new life and purpose into the bond we share, because we 

who follow Jesus know that we are all one in him, our Lord and Savior. Truly, all of us 

are members of the Church of the Second Chance.  

 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

 
 1. Scripture—The nine criminals and convicts selected for this book are only a 

few of the many miscreants found in the pages of the Bible. Think of Cain in Genesis 4, 

Jeremiah in Jeremiah 38, John the Baptist in Mark 6, Peter in Acts 4 and 12, and the 

apostle John writing the Book of Revelation on the prison island of Patmos. Can you find 

others? Why do you think so few have noticed this scriptural theme? 
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 2. Criminology—Roughly 1,124 men and women are added to America’s 

correctional population each week.
17

 That amounts to more than 58,000 human beings  

lost to prison every twelve months—the same number lost in the entire Vietnam War. 

Why do you think no one has noticed that America is essentially fighting and losing a 

war against itself year after year? 

 3. Self-exam—What do you think of the idea that it was the experience of divine 

forgiveness that inspired killers like Moses, David and Paul to bring others to God? Is it 

really necessary to undergo some sort of personal tragedy or trial in order to be as 

strongly motivated as they were? 

 4. Internet—One of the many reasons why this country’s correctional system has 

spun out of control is that Americans are unaware how vastly different U.S. prisons are 

from those of other nations. Visit the websites of the International Centre for Prison 

Studies and Penal Reform International to get a broader view. See www.prisonstudies.org 

and www.penalreform.org.  

 5. Immersion—Find out the location of the jail and/or penitentiary nearest you 

and drive there. For now, there is no need to enter the facility; the point is to experience 

the reality of the place, its physical distance from your neighborhood, and its 

“invisibility.” Pray for all those inside, inmates and staff, and pray for God’s guidance as 

you begin to explore corrections.  

                                                 
17

 Harrison and Beck, Prisoners in 2005, 2 

http://www.prisonstudies.org/
http://www.penalreform.org/
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     Session One 

 

Webliography on Prisons & Prison Reform 
 

The following listing of online resources can assist your efforts to learn more about the 

various issues raised in the course of the module.  They can also be helpful as your group 

considers what to do for Session Eight (guest speaker or immersion) and Session Nine 

(Next Steps?).    

 

Prisoner Advocacy 

The National Prison Project, http://www.naacp.org/programs/prison/, is a Division of the 

NAACP Branch and Field Services Department.  The priorities for the Project are to assist in 

efforts to re-enfranchise former felons who have served their sentence, reactivate former prison 

branches and activate new prison branches, assist in providing voter registration and voter 

education, address disparate treatment of inmates, identify and provide referrals for inmates and 

their families through collaborative partnerships. 

Prison Legal News, www.prisonlegalnews.org , is an independent monthly magazine that 

provides a cutting edge review and analysis of prisoner rights, court rulings and news about prison 

issues.  PLN provides information that enables prisoners and other concerned individuals and 

organizations to seek the protection and enforcement of prisoner's rights at the grass roots level. 

 

The Legal Action Center, http://lac.org/index.php/lac/C42, is the only non-profit law and policy 

organization in the United States whose sole mission is to fight discrimination against people with 

histories of addiction, HIV/AIDS, or criminal records, and to advocate for sound public policies in 

these areas. .  

 

The Sentencing Project, www.sentencingproject.org, works for a fair and effective criminal 

justice system by promoting reforms in sentencing law and practice, and alternatives to 

incarceration.  It was founded in 1986 to provide defense lawyers with sentencing advocacy 

training and to reduce the reliance on incarceration.  The Sentencing Project is dedicated to 

changing the way Americans think about crime and punishment. 

The National Prison Rape Elimination Commission,  http://www.nprec.us/,  is a bipartisan panel 

created by Congress and charged with studying federal, state and local government policies and 

practices related to the prevention, detection, response and monitoring of sexual abuse in 

correction and detention facilities in the United States. Consistent with the Act, the Commission’s 

recommendations will be designed to make the prevention of rape a top priority in America’s jails, 

prisons, lockups, juvenile facilities, and other detention facilities 

Stop Prison Rape, http://www.spr.org, works to put an end to sexual violence against men, 

women, and youth in all forms of detention. To achieve this goal, SPR seeks to: engender policies 

that ensure government accountability for prisoner rape; change ill-informed and flippant public 

attitudes toward sexual assault behind bars; and promote access to resources for survivors of this 

type of violence. 

http://www.naacp.org/programs/prison/
http://www.prisonlegalnews.org/
http://lac.org/index.php/lac/C42
http://www.sentencingproject.org/
http://www.nprec.us/
http://www.spr.org/
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Human Rights Watch http://hrw.org/doc/?t=global_prisons  provides an international perspective 

on prison issues with a human rights focus. 

 

Penal Reform International, http://www.penalreform.org, was founded in London in 1989 to 

develop and promote fair, effective, and proportionate responses to criminal justice problems 

worldwide.  It  has members on five continents and in over eighty countries. 

 

The Campaign for the Fair Sentencing of Youth.  http://www.fairsentencingofyouth.org 

is a national coalition and clearinghouse that coordinates, develops, and supports efforts to 

implement just alternatives to the extreme sentencing of America’s youth, with a focus on 

abolishing life without parole sentences for all youth.    

 

Research 

 
The Vera Institute of Justice, http://www.vera.org/section3/section3_1.asp, along with their  

Center on Sentencing and Corrections, provides non-partisan support to government officials and 

criminal justice professionals charged with addressing their jurisdiction's sentencing and 

corrections policy.  

 

The Urban Institute, http://www.urban.org/justice/index.cfm, promotes sound social policy and 

public debate on national priorities including crime and prisons.  The Institute gathers and 

analyzes data, conducts policy research, evaluates programs and services, and educates Americans 

on critical issues and trends.   

 

The International Centre for Prison Studies, www.prisonstudies.org , is a U.K. based 

organization which assists governments and other relevant agencies to develop appropriate 

policies on prisons and the use of imprisonment.  

 

The Prison Policy Initiative, www.prisonpolicy.org, documents the impact of mass incarceration 

on individuals, communities, and the national welfare and produces accessible and innovative 

research to empower the public to participate in creating better criminal justice policy. 

 

The Real Cost of Prisons Project, www.realcostofprisons.org, seeks to broaden and deepen the 

organizing capacity of prison/justice activists working to end mass incarceration. The Real Cost of 

Prisons Project brings together justice activists, artists, justice policy researchers and people 

directly experiencing the impact of mass incarceration to create popular education materials and 

other resources which explore the immediate and long-term costs of incarceration on the 

individual, her/his family, community and the nation.  For an excellent series of resources on 

prisons and prison reform, go to:  http://www.realcostofprisons.org/links.html#activism  

 

The Internet site, Prison Solidarity, http://www.prisonersolidarity.org/, serves as a catalyst for 

communication between prisoners and people on "the outside."  It publishes updated research, 

news, opinion pieces and educational material from activists, writers, prisoners, and the concerned 

public.  Prisoner Solidarity grew out of the Youngstown Prison Forum. (Youngstown is home to 

Ohio's death row and one of the highest prison concentrations of any urban center.) 

 

The Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons, www.prisoncommission.org.  For 

roughly a year, beginning in March 2005, the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America's 

Prisons explored violence and abuse in America's prisons and jails and how to make correctional 

facilities safer for prisoners and staff and more effective in promoting public safety and public 

health. The Commission's findings and a set of 30 practical recommendations for operating 

correctional facilities that reflect America's values and serve our best interests are captured in their 

final report 

 

http://hrw.org/doc/?t=global_prisons
http://www.penalreform.org/
http://www.fairsentencingofyouth.org/
http://www.vera.org/section3/section3_1.asp
http://www.urban.org/justice/index.cfm
http://www.prisonstudies.org/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/
http://www.realcostofprisons.org/
http://www.realcostofprisons.org/links.html#activism
http://www.prisonersolidarity.org/
http://www.prisoncommission.org/
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California 

 
The California Prison system is the third largest penal system in the country. As a result, there 

are many ongoing projects relating to prison reform and research relating to prisoners: 

http://www.californiaprogressreport.com/prison_reform/index.html : this website 

contains a variety of articles on prison reform issues in California including  

www.californiaprogressreport.com/2007/07/california_pris_5.html : California Prison 

Medical Court Receiver Robert Sillen Bares All Before Sacramento Press Club by Frank 

D. Russo        

www.cdcr.ca.gov : California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation   

 

Reentry  

 
The Reentry National Media Outreach Campaign, 

http://www.reentrymediaoutreach.org/index.html, is designed to support the work of community 

and faith-based organizations through offering media resources that will facilitate community 

discussion and decision making about solution-based reentry programs. Source for the excellent 

video and study guide Outside the Walls:  A National Snapshot of Community Based Reentry 

Programs. 

 

CURE (Citizens United for Rehabilitation of Errants), www.curenational.org, is a membership 

organization of families of prisoners, prisoners, former prisoners and other concerned citizens.  

CURE's two goals are(1) to use prisons only for those who have to be in them (2) and for those 

who have to be in them, to provide them all the rehabilitative opportunities they need to turn their 

lives around.  Organized by local chapters 

The Reentry Policy Council (RPC), www.reentrypolicy.org, was established in 2001 to assist 

state government officials grappling with the increasing number of people leaving prisons and jails 

to return to the communities they left behind. 

Project Return http:///www.projectreturninc.org, provides a broad range of assistance and support 

to anyone with a juvenile or criminal record, aid in the transition from incarceration to the 

community to ensure a chance for success, and education to the community and clients that 

offenders are human beings first and offenders secondly.  

 

Exodus Transitional Community, www.etcny.org, is a fellowship of formerly incarcerated people 

that helps people coming out of prison build stable lives and fully reintegrate into society.   The 

Exodus Model is designed to provide the support formerly incarcerated individuals need to work 

through their own “wilderness.” 

Restorative Justice 

Victim Offender Mediation Association, http://www.voma.org/, is an international membership 

association, supports and assists people and communities working at models of restorative justice. 

VOMA provides resources, training, and technical assistance in victim-offender mediation, 

conferencing, circles, and related restorative justice practices. 

 

The Restorative Justice Mission Network of North America, www.rjmn.net, believes that  

 restorative justice is a process for all the parties affected by a crime to collectively seek ways to 

 recover from the resulting trauma and that restorative justice reflects Biblical concepts rather than 

 retributive models of justice. 

 

http://www.californiaprogressreport.com/prison_reform/index.html
http://www.californiaprogressreport.com/2007/07/california_pris_5.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/
http://www.reentrymediaoutreach.org/index.html
http://www.curenational.org/
http://www.reentrypolicy.org/
http://
http://
http://www.etcny.org/
http://www.voma.org/
http://www.rjmn.net/
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Centre for Restorative Justice, http://www.sfu.ca/cfrj, Simon Fraser University, British Columbia 

 

Barron County, Wisconsin – Restorative Justice Program, http://www.bcrjp.org   

 

 Restorative Justice Online  http://www.restorativejustice.org  is a clearing house of information,  

               Including research tools, bibliographies, training, tutorials and expert articles. 

 

 International Institute for Restorative Justice  http://www.iirp.edu  is an online graduate school  

 that offers courses, webinars, and other educational programs in all facets of restorative justice and  

in its use in a variety of settings, e.g. criminal justice, school bullying or violence, and family 

conflicts.  

  

Jesuit Restorative Justice Initiative  http://www.jrji.org  aims, in a spirit of collaboration and 

prayer, to restore relationships between those who are incarcerated, their families, and the 

community. 

 

Restorative Justice Blog  http://restorativejustice.org/blog 

 

Prison Ministry  

  
National Convocation of Jail and Prison Ministry  http://www.ncjpm.org  was initially 

sponsored in 1979 by the National Federation of Priests’ Councils, but has developed into an 

independent, ecumenically based movement that meets yearly.  It is forum for volunteer 

correctional ministers and institutional correctional ministers to meet and discuss the major issues 

facing them in their ministry.  Their focus is restorative justice.   

 
Dismas Ministries, http://www.dismasministry.org/, is a Catholic outreach to inmates, victims, 

their families, and the community with many local chapters. 

 

Homeboy Industries, http://www.homeboy-industries.org/, mission is to assist at-risk and former 

gang involved youth to become contributing members of our community through a variety of 

services in response to their multiple needs. Free programs -- including counseling, education, 

tattoo removal, job training and job placement -- enable young people to redirect their lives and 

provide them with hope for their futures. 

 

Prison Fellowship Ministries,  http://www.pfm.org/default_pf_org.asp, partners with local 

churches across the country to minister to a group that society often scorns and neglects: prisoners, 

ex-prisoners, and their families. Regional offices can direct local churches and groups into this 

volunteer ministry. 

 

The Paulist National Catholic Evangelization Association, http://www.prison-ministry.org/,  

Prison Ministries serves the spiritual and religious needs of Catholic inmates in our nation’s 

prisons, as well as other inmates seeking to know about the Catholic faith and way of life.  

 American Correctional Chaplains Association http://www.correctionalchaplains.org 

Current Statistics 

              Federal Bureau of Justice Statistics   www.bjs.gov 

 Federal Bureau of Prisons    www.bop.gov 

 Boston University Department of Criminal Justice    2013 Infographic 

http://www.sfu.ca/cfrj
http://www.bcrjp.org/
http://www.restorativejustice.org/
http://www.iirp.edu/
http://www.jrji.org/
http://restorativejustice.org/blog
http://www.ncjpm.org/
http://www.dismasministry.org/
http://www.homeboy-industries.org/
http://www.pfm.org/default_pf_org.asp
http://www.prison-ministry.org/
http://www.correctionalchaplains.org/
http://www.bjs.gov/
http://www.bop.gov/
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Death Penalty and Victims’ Rights – Varying points of view 

Justice for All, www.jfa.net, advocates for change in a criminal justice system that is inadequate 

in protecting the lives and property of law-abiding citizens and victims of crimes. 

Journey of Hope…from Violence to Healing, www.journeyofhope.org,  is an organization led by 

murder victim family members joined by death row family members, family members of the 

executed, the exonerated, and others with stories to tell, that conducts public education speaking 

tours and addresses alternatives to the death penalty. 

 

Solitary Confinement 

 
 Center for Constitutional Rights   http://ccrjustice.org 

 

 American Friends Service Committee   http://www.afsc.org 

 

National Religious Campaign Against Torture   http://www.nrcat.org  mobilizes people of faith 

to end torture in U.S. policy, practice, and culture. 

 
http://solitaryconfinement.org   makes available online for no charge SourceBook on Solitary 

Confinement  

 

Women and Prison 

 
Women’s Prison Association  http://www.wpaonline.org  is the nation’s oldest service and 

advocacy organization committed to helping women with criminal justice histories see new 

possibilities for themselves. 

 
Women in Prison Project http://www.correctionalassociation.org   has been a force for 

Progressive Change in the Criminal Justice System since it was founded in New York in 1844.  

 
 Women in Prison and their Children http://www.realcostofprison.org  

 

Women and Prison http://www.womenandprison.org  is a site for resistance and makes visible 

women’s experiences in the criminal justice system.  Documenting their stories is integral to the 

project. 

 
Let’s Start   http://www.letsstart.org   started in 1989 to support women ex-offenders to avoid a 

return to prison, to assist their families during their incarceration, and to advocate for them. It was 

started by Sr Jackie Toben SSND at St Vincent de Paul Parish in St Louis MO. 

 

Prisoners and the Arts 
 

The following describe how different arts can help prisoners and ex-prisoners in their personal 

development, their sense of responsibility, their appreciation of their own talents, working with 

others, and communicating with others.    

            http://www.prisonerperformingarts.org                             http://www.prisonart.org 

 http://www.theprisonartcoalition.com                               http://www.interestngideas.com 

 http://prisonerseducation.org.uk 

 

 

http://www.jfa.net/
http://www.journeyofhope.org/
http://ccrjustice.org/
http://www.afsc.org/
http://www.nrcat.org/
http://solitaryconfinement.org/
http://www.wpaonline.org/
http://www.correctionalassociation.org/
http://www.realcostofprison.org/
http://www.womenandprison.org/
http://www.letsstart.org/
http://www.prisonerperformingarts.org/
http://www.prisonart.org/
http://www.theprisonartcoalition.com/
http://www.interestngideas.com/
http://prisonerseducation.org.uk/
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 
Reflection Questions 

In preparation for Session Two 
 

Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Two, USE these 

Questions before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your 

reactions.  The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within 

yourself before Session Two. Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  
 

1. What were the most important things you learned from the readings? 

 

 

 

2. What in the readings was most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

 

3. Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively 

in the readings?  

 

 

 

4. What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

 

 

5. How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, 

concerned; upset, angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

 

6. What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 

Reflection Questions  
In preparation for Session Three 

 
Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Three, USE these 

Questions before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your 

reactions.  The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within 

yourself before Session Three.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  
 

 

1. What were the most important things you learned from the readings? 

 

 

 

2. What in the readings was most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

 

3. Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively 

in the readings?  

 

 

 

4. What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

 

 

5. How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, 

concerned; upset, angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

 

6. What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  

 

 

 

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

28 

     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 

Reflection Questions 
In preparation for Session Four 

 

Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Four, USE these Questions 

before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your reactions.  
The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within yourself before 

Session Four.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  

 

1. What were the most important things you learned from the readings and DVDs? 

 

 

 

2. What in the readings/DVDs was most challenging to your thinking and attitudes? 

 

 

 

3. Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively 

in the readings or DVDs?  

 

 

 

4. What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

 

 

5. How did you feel as you were exposed to this material: excited, interested, 

concerned; upset, angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

 

6. What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  
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 Session Five 
 

For I was in prison and you visited me ... Prison Conditions 
 

Bishops of the South Prison Pastoral Letter 
 

This is the fifth in a series of eight pastoral statements by the Catholic Bishops of the 
South on the Criminal Justice process and a gospel response. 

“A Catholic approach to crime begins with the recognition that the dignity of the 
human person applies to both victim and offender. We believe the current trend of 
more and more people in prisons, with little education and drug treatment, does 
not reflect Christian values and will not make our communities safer.” 
U.S. Catholic Bishops statement “Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A 
Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice,” November 2000 [1] 

As pastoral leaders of the Roman Catholic community, we continue to reflect with you on 
the themes of responsibility, rehabilitation, and restoration in light of the reality of crime 
and criminal justice in our area of the country. 

The fundamental starting point for all Catholic social teaching is the defense of human 
life and dignity. The most wounded victim and the most callous criminal retain their 
humanity. Both are created in the image of God and possess a dignity, worth, and value 
that must be recognized, safeguarded, defended, and promoted.  

Therefore while recognizing that people who harm others must be held accountable for 
the hurt they have caused, we cannot give up on those who have made mistakes and 
violated laws.[2] We must recognize the human dignity of all prisoners and remember 
that Jesus, himself, was a prisoner.[3]  

Crime and correction are at the intersection of rights and responsibilities. Those who 
commit crimes violate the rights of others and disregard their responsibilities. The test for 
the rest of us is how we exercise our responsibility to hold offenders accountable without 
violating their basic rights.[4] Any system of penal justice must provide people who are 
incarcerated with the necessities to live in dignity, i.e. food, clothing, shelter, personal 
safety, timely medical care, education, and meaningful work.[5]  

Ultimately prison should be about justice not vengeance. Punishment must have the 
clear purpose of protecting society and rehabilitating those who violate the law. This calls 
for a focus on rehabilitation and restoration.[6] What policy implications does this focus 
have?  

 We must stop the practice of putting so many people in prison. There are more 
than 2 million people in jail or prison in the United States.[7] Our imprisonment 
rate is the highest in the world—6 to 12 times higher than rates in other Western 
countries.[8] The United States now spends more than $50 billion dollars per 
year on jails and prisons.[9] We call on all people of good will to stop building 
more and more prisons. Instead, we should redirect those resources to crime 
prevention, rehabilitation of prisoners, education, substance abuse prevention, 

 
 

The Bishops of the South 

Listed below are those 
bishops who signed 
this fifth letter of the 
eight-part pastoral that 
focuses on the 
criminal justice 
process. 
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Shreveport, LA 
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and programs of probation, parole, and reintegration.[10]  

 We call on our leaders to reject simplistic solutions to crime, such as “three 
strikes and you’re out” and other types of rigid mandatory sentencing. These 
approaches increase the imprisonment rate and keep people in jail longer than 
may be necessary.[11] Alternatives to incarceration, especially for non-violent 
offenders, should be emphasized.[12]  

 Because faith has a transforming effect on all of our lives, genuine religious 
participation contributes to rehabilitation and renewal. Therefore, all jails, 
prisons, or detention facilities should have a regular and ongoing Catholic 
ministry. Ministers and parish volunteers should have expanded access to 
prisoners through chaplaincy programs.[13]  

 Prisoners are entitled to be safe while they are incarcerated. No prisoner should 
be subjected to gang violence or abuse by other inmates or correctional 
officers.[14]  

 Racism and discrimination in the criminal justice system must be halted.[15] 
Black men born in 2001 have a 1 in 3 chance of being imprisoned during their 
lifetimes. Latino men have a 1 in 6 chance; white men have a 1 in 7 chance.[16]  

 Drug treatment is a cost-effective way to reduce both substance abuse and 
crime, given that at the time of arrest 2 out of 3 adults and 50% of juveniles test 
positive for at least one non-alcoholic drug. All prisoners deserve the opportunity 
to participate in substance abuse programs. These programs need to be 
available in the language of the prisoners. Providing drug treatment will save 
more than it will cost in the long run.[17]  

 There must be a dramatic increase in the treatment for mental illness. Human 
rights groups estimate that one of every five persons in prison is mentally ill.[18] 
While society must protect the community from those whose mental illness 
causes them to become aggressive or violent, society also has an obligation to 
insure that offenders receive proper treatment for their illnesses. Mental illness is 
often undiagnosed; many in our prison system would do better in settings more 
equipped to handle their mental health needs.[19]  

 The families of prisoners also need the help of a loving community. The gospel 
calls us to minister to families of those imprisoned and especially to children who 
lose a parent to incarceration. We must help families connect with members in 
prisons and prepare families for the steps that need to be taken so that prisons 
can reintegrate into society. Prison policies should encourage and support visits 
by relatives. Our parishes can help provide transportation for family visits, offer 
material assistance when income is lost, and provide counseling to families.[20]  

 Prisoner’s work must be worthwhile and compatible with human dignity. We call 
for national standards to be adopted and enforced regarding pay for prisoners. 
Enabling prisoners to work for a fair wage may, among other things, help keep 
their families off welfare, either totally or partially.[21]  

All of us must work to improve the jails and prisons in our communities. We can visit 
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prisoners and visit the correctional institution itself.[22] We can support prison chaplains 
in their work, educate ourselves about the rights of prisoners and the conditions in which 
prisoners find themselves, and advocate for change with the appropriate governmental 
authorities and elected officials.[23] 

We ask all people of good will to join us in a thorough re-examination of the criminal 
justice system. When we respond to crime, we must do so is a way that respects the 
human dignity of all, whether they are victims of crime or offenders. We call upon all 
people of faith to pray, study, and act in order to transform our criminal justice system. 
Only when our criminal justice system reflects the gospel of Jesus Christ will we increase 
security and safety in our communities.  

1 Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice, Statement of 
the Catholic Bishops of the United States, November 15, 2000 (hereafter RRR), section on Scriptural Foundations, p. 
16.  

2 RRR, Scriptural, Theological and Sacramental Heritage, p. 16. 

3 RRR, Scriptural Foundations, p. 16. 

4 RRR, Catholic Social Teaching, Human Rights and Responsibilities, p. 23. 

5 RRR, Human Life and Dignity, p. 25. 

6 RRR, Scriptural, Theological and Sacramental Heritage, p.18. 

7 The Sentencing Project reports that as of mid-2003 there were 2.1 million people in jails and prisons - a continual 
rise in putting people in prison for the last 31 years. Full report at www.sentencingproject.org/pdfs/1044.pdf 

8 RRR, Punishment in US 

9 American Bar Association Report. See Henry Weinstein, “US Justice System is Broken,” Lawyers Say,” Los Angeles 
Times, June 24, 2004. 

10 RRR, Policy Foundations and Directions, Number 7, p. 39. 

11 RRR, Policy Foundations and Directions, Number 7, p. 28. 

12 RRR, Policy Foundations and Directions, Number 7, p.36. 

13 RRR, Church Mission, Number 3, p.50; Policy and Directions, Number 8, p.41. 
14 RRR, Scriptural, Theological and Sacramental Heritage, 23; and RRR, Human Life and Dignity, p. 16. 
15 American Bar Association Report. See Henry Weinstein, “US Justice System is Broken,” Lawyers Say,” Los 
Angeles Times, June 24, 2004. 
16 RRR, Characteristics of the Inmate Population, p.16; “Brothers and Sisters to Us,” U.S. Catholic Bishops Pastoral 
Letter on Racism, 1979, p.5. 
17 RRR, Policy Foundations and Directions, Numbers 7 and 9; and RRR, Offenders and Treatment, p.42. 
18 Human Rights Watch, “Ill-Equipped: U.S. Prisons and Offenders with Mental Illness.” 
19 RRR, Policy Foundations and Directions, Number 9, p. 42.  
20 RRR, Church’s Mission, Number 3, p. 49; RRR, Family, Community Participation, p. 50; RRR, Reach Out to 
Offenders and Their Families, p.49; The Reform of Correctional Institutions in the 1970s (hereafter RCI), a statement 
of the US Catholic Conference, November 1973, Suggested Action Steps and Recommendation 14. 
21 “The Reform of Correctional Institutions in the 1970s,” United States Catholic Conference, November 1973, 
recommendation 10. 

22 RCI, Concerns.23 The Reform of Correctional Institutions in the 1970s (hereafter RCI), a statement of the US tholic 
Conference, November 1973, Suggested Action Steps.  
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  Session Five 

 Wardens from Wall Street: Prison Privatization 

Bishops of the South Prison Pastoral Letter 

This is the second in a series of eight pastoral statements by the Catholic Bishops of the 
South on the Criminal Justice process and a gospel response. 

“We bishops question whether private, for-profit corporations can effectively run 
prisons. The profit motive may lead to reduced efforts to change behaviors, treat 
substance abuse, and offer skills necessary for reintegration into the community.” 
U.S. Catholic Bishops statement “Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic 
Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice,” November 2000. 

As pastoral leaders of the Roman Catholic community, we continue to reflect with you on 
the themes of responsibility, rehabilitation and restoration in light of the reality of crime and 
criminal justice in our area of the country. The restoration of justice, along with compassion, 
is the way of the gospel. 

We note with apprehension the rise of for-profit private prisons in the South and in 
the nation. The focus of this statement is the private prison industry. Recent reports by the 
U.S. Department of Justice indicate that prisons operated by private corporations’ house 
over 100,000 prisoners in our country.[1] Private prisons have become more prevalent 
because our nation is putting growing numbers of people behind bars, governments are 
facing the rising costs of incarceration as with all public services, and there is increasing 
political pressure to privatize many government services.  

We are concerned about the rise in for-profit private prisons because previous 
attempts to introduce the profit motive into prisons have failed to respect the 
fundamental human dignity of every prisoner. Immediately following the abolition of 
slavery, Southern states developed the Convict Lease System, under which state and local 
governments contracted out prisoners as laborers on farms, roads, railroads and mines. 
Widespread physical abuse and an extraordinary level of death among prisoners led to 
legislation declaring the commercial exploitation of prisoners’ illegal.[2] 

We recognize the fundamental human dignity of prisoners and are troubled by the 
documented level of violence against prisoners in private prisons.[3] Prisoners are 
persons, with inherent God-given human dignity. When prisoners become units from which 
profit is derived, there is a tendency to see them as commodities rather than as children of 
God. Our troubled times have taught us that, once people are dehumanized, they are more 
liable to be exploited, abused and violated and to becoming more violent themselves. 

We recognize the inherent dignity of labor and are troubled by the working 
conditions and wages of those entrusted with the care of prisoners in private 
facilities. In order to reduce costs and maximize profits, private prisons redistribute their 
operational costs, with less money going to those employees who work directly with 
prisoners and more to executives and shareholders. We do not agree that paying private 
prison staff lower wages than public employees receive, or cutting their numbers, advances 
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the common good or just treatment of prisoners. We note that some state and local 
governments have canceled private prison contracts because of insufficient staff and 
mismanagement.[4]  

e question whether private prisons have the incentive to assist people not to return 
to prison. In addition to removing people from the community for the safety of the 
community, one of the stated purposes of prison is to prepare the people who are in prison 
for reintegration into the community once their sentences have been served. Almost 
everyone in prison is re-entering our communities at some point. We are concerned that 
cutting staff and reducing wages in order to protect profit margins is in conflict with the need 
to respect and rehabilitate prisoners. We are even more deeply troubled that the private 
prison industry has actively supported institutions that lobby for harsher sentencing laws, 
which increase the prison population. 

We believe that private prisons confront us with serious moral issues, demanding a 
gospel response. To deprive other persons of their freedom, to restrict them from contact 
with other human beings, to use force against them up to and including deadly force, are 
the most serious of acts. To delegate such acts to institutions whose success depends on 
the amount of profit they generate is to invite abuse and to abdicate our responsibility to 
care for our sisters and brothers.  

Since it appears that private prisons are not consistent with the need for our prisons to 
respect the human dignity of each and every person, we call for an end to all for-profit 
private prisons. The trend towards more and more people being held in private prisons 
should be reversed immediately. We call on all levels of government to refuse to sign new 
contracts or to renew expiring ones with private prison corporations.  

As long as private prisons continue to exist, they need to be held fully accountable. While 
private prisons continue there, needs to be independent, thorough, and systematic 
oversight of their operation by government. Independent monitors should be allowed to 
make sure that private prisons are operating in ways that treat all concerned, including 
prisoners, with the dignity that is inherent in all human beings. 

Our region and our nation must change the policies that are putting so many of our 
people in prison. Imprisonment for profit would not have arisen again if our nation’s prison 
population had not been expanded so radically. While the U.S. now leads the entire world 
in rate of incarceration, our southern states lead the nation[5]—the seven states with the 
highest incarceration rates are in the South.[6] Sentencing must be reformed and 
alternative sentences employed so that justice rather than profit is served. 

Only when our criminal justice system reflects the love and truth of Jesus Christ will 
our communities be truly safe and just.  

[1]“Prisoners in 2001,” US Department of Justice, July 2002, Highlights.  
[2] “A Tale of Two Systems: Cost, Quality and Accountability in Private Prisons,” see footnote 9. 

[3] An industry-wide survey conducted in 1997 by James Austin, a professor at George Washington University, found 49 
percent more inmate-on-staff assaults and 65 percent more inmate-on-inmate assaults in medium- and minimum-security 
private facilities than in medium- and minimum-security prisons run by government. [from Judy Greene's article in The 
American Prospect (September 1, 2001)] 

[4] Sentencing Project, “Prison Privatization and the Use of Incarceration,” 1/02, page 3. North Carolina has canceled 
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contracts and Arkansas has taken back some of its prisons from private contractors. 

[5] Sentencing Project, “New Prison Population Figures: Crisis and Opportunity,” August 2002. This analysis shows the 
USA leads all nations in the rate of incarceration with 686 per 100,000. Russia is second with 644 per 100,000. 

[6] Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin, PRISONERS IN 2001, Table 6, released July 2002 reported that the states with 
the highest incarceration rates were: Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas, Oklahoma, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, 
Missouri, Delaware, and Arizona 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 

Reflection Questions  
In preparation for Session Five 

 
Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Five, USE these Questions 

before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your reactions.  
The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within yourself before 

Session Five.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  

 

1. What were the most important things you learned from the readings? 

 

 

 

2. What in the readings was most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

 

3. Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively 

in the readings?  

 

 

 

4. What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

 

 

5. How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, 

concerned; upset, angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

 

6. What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 

Reflection Questions 
In preparation for Session Six 

 

Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Six, USE these Questions 

before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your reactions.   
The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within yourself before 

Session Six.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side,                                                             

 

 

What in the readings was most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

 

Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively in the 

readings?  

 

 

 

What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

After reading the material did you discuss any of the issues with family members, friends, 

co-workers, or fellow parishioners (who are not in the module group)/ 

 

 

 

How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, concerned; upset, 

angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  
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Restorative Justice – Additional Resources 

(Session Seven) 
 

 

1. Read and reflect on Luke 19:1-10. 

 

2. Additional reading from Jens Soering (both are clickable links): 

 

 “They seemed like normal people” a survey of restorative justice:  history, 

theory, four primary forms, approaches (secular v. religious, American v. 

international), criminological efficacy, etc.;  

 

 “A pushy broad from New York” an interview with a restorative justice 

mediator who describes “community conferencing” for juvenile offenders. 

 

3. Read the document “I have come to heal… Restorative Justice”.  Enter - “I have 

come to heal” (with the quotation marks) - in your computer search engine.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://justfaith.org/programs/resources/pdf/jm_prisonreform/seem_like_normal_people.doc
http://justfaith.org/programs/resources/pdf/jm_prisonreform/pushy_broad.doc
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Reflection Questions  

In preparation for Session Seven 
 

Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Seven, USE these 

Questions before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your 

reactions.  The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within 

yourself before Session Seven.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  

 

 

What in the readings was most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

 

Was there anything you disagreed with or objected to or responded to negatively in the 

readings?  

 

 

 

What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about?  

 

 

 

 

How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, concerned; upset, 

angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc?  

 

 

 

Had you heard previously about the issues discussed in the readings?  Where?  From 

whom? 

 

 

 

What do you want to make sure is talked about at the group session?  
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Reflection Questions  
In preparation for Session Eight 

 
Assignment:  USE these Questions to reflect and journal about what you want to get out 

of the session, whether it is about your guest speaker or the immersion. You might find it 

helpful to review your previous reflections for some ideas in this regard.  The important 

thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within yourself before Session 

Eight.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  
 

 

1. Have you noticed any change in your ways of thinking or feeling as a result of going through 

these sessions? 
 

 

 

 

2. What issues stand out as important to you from the various sessions so far? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What questions do you want to raise for the speaker or the people you will be meeting 

during the immersion?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Is there anything that makes you anxious about what is planned for Session Eight? 
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NEXT STEPS? 
Becoming a Church of the Second Chance 

 

At the next session you will have a “next steps” discussion about what you have learned 

during the course of the prison reform module and how you might become part of a 

church of the second chance.  As you prepare for Session Nine, it is critically important 

that you identify - prior to the session - your individual commitment(s) to some kind of 

follow up to what you have learned, even if it has to simply be that you will pray about 

our nation’s approach to prisons and prisoners.   

 

Be sure to have read prior to Session Nine: 

 “Suggestions for Action” pages 57-64 RRR 

 The JustFaith Ministries discernment document, Engaging the World Together.  

(The link is provided in the Reading Assignment chart.)   

 JustFaith Ministries: A Multilayered Ministry of Formation (found below)  

 

In addition, be sure to review and consider each of the following as you prepare for the 

Session Nine discussion: 

 Your Journal Reflections 

 The many opportunities provided in the Webliography 

 Additional discoveries from your reading and research 

 The JustFaith Ministries document, Taking Action Resource Guide (link in 

document below) 

 

Other possibilities to consider: 

 About 2.4 million people live behind bars in America — the highest number in 

the world.  View this map and read more: www.businessinsider.com/world-map-

of-incarceration-rates-2014-1  

 Catholic Mobilizing Network to end the use of the death penalty: 

http://catholicsmobilizing.org/1539/the-culture-of-life/  

 Resources from the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, including the 

DVD, “The Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death 

 

If the group has not done so already, you also may want to do a little research on the 

prison situation in your home state (statistics, sentencing, prisoner re-entry, any pending 

legislation regarding sentencing, prison conditions, rehabilitation, etc.) to share with the 

group during Session Nine.  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2013/08/13/wonkbook-11-facts-about-americas-prison-population/
http://www.salon.com/2012/10/15/us_has_more_prisoners_prisons_than_any_other_country/
http://www.salon.com/2012/10/15/us_has_more_prisoners_prisons_than_any_other_country/
http://www.businessinsider.com/world-map-of-incarceration-rates-2014-1
http://www.businessinsider.com/world-map-of-incarceration-rates-2014-1
http://catholicsmobilizing.org/1539/the-culture-of-life/
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Reflection Questions  
In preparation for Session Nine 

 
Assignment:  After you have read the material assigned for Session Nine, USE these 

Questions before your group meets to reflect on what you read and to journal about your 

reactions.    The important thing is for you to spend some time in quiet reflection within 

yourself before Session Nine.  Write your reflections on this page and the reverse side.  
 

1 .What struck you as most important in the readings for this session? 

 

 

 

2. What in these readings is most challenging to your thinking and to your attitudes? 

 

 

  

3. What do you think you really need to follow up on or learn more about before you 

could think about what to do next?  

 

 

 

 

4. How did you feel as you were reading this material: excited, interested, concerned; 

upset, angry, bothered, (mad, glad, sad), surprised, distressed, etc  about the prospect of 

taking some action steps? 

 

 

 

5. What do you think the Church (whether your local parish/church, diocese, Church 

leaders, or the Church Universal) needs to do to respond to the major issues and 

challenges you were exposed to in the course of this module?  

 

 

 

6. What do you think your group is (or you are) being called to do to respond to what you 

have learned and felt? 

 

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

42 

     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 

Evaluations 
 

JustFaith Ministries has created a participant evaluation which is very helpful to the 

ongoing development of modules in its JustMatters program.   

 

Doing the evaluations online saves paper and time and allows the JustFaith Ministries 

staff to analyze the responses more effectively.  Also, the online evaluation is easy to 

complete and should not take more than fifteen minutes.  It can be accessed at: 
http://justfaith.org/JustMatters/Evaluations/prisonreform.html 
 

It is important to note that once you start the evaluation you will need to complete the 

whole thing at that time.   

 

Please complete this evaluation within two weeks of finishing the module.  The timely 

return of the evaluations is greatly appreciated.  Thank you! 

 

 
Contacting Jens Soering 
 
 Jens Soering, the author of this module and the accompanying text, has told JustFaith 

Ministries that he would be happy to hear from anyone who wants to write to him during 

or after participating in the module. 

 

Jens is currently incarcerated at the Buckingham 

Correctional Center in Dillwyn, Virginia.  He 

suggests that you go to his webpage at 

http://www.jenssoering.com/  to get the most 

current mailing address and the rules that the 

Correctional Center applies to mail being sent to 

prisoners there. 
 

Photo by Bill Sizemore, The Virginian-Pilot  

© February 18, 2007 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://justfaith.org/JustMatters/Evaluations/prisonreform.html
http://www.jenssoering.com/
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NOTE TO ALL PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS 
 

JustFaith Ministries 
A Multilayered Ministry of Formation 

 

 Congratulations on completing a JustFaith 
Ministries (JFM) JustMatters module.  JFM provides 
programs that transform people and expand their 
commitment to social ministry. Through these life-
changing opportunities, members of a church can 
study, explore and experience Christ’s call to care for 
the poor and vulnerable in a lively, challenging, 
multifaceted process in the context of a small faith 
community. 
 Jack Jezreel, M.Div., the founder and President 
of JustFaith Ministries, introduced the original 
JustFaith program in 1989 while working in a parish in 
Louisville, Kentucky. It was immediately and 
dramatically successful. Since then, over 40,000 
people have participated in various JustFaith 
Ministries programs in over 1,200 churches across the 
country.  
 JustFaith Ministries, in conjunction with its 

partners, makes available introductory workshops, curriculum, resources, a website, and 
support services. While JustFaith Ministries was born from the success of the JustFaith 
program, the organization now includes the following new layers of opportunity for 
faith formation. 

JustFaith focuses on discipleship and the call to be about God’s dream of justice and 
compassion in a world scarred by the domestic and global crisis called poverty.  
GoodNewsPeople is a dynamic parish-wide program to build communities of faith, 
hope and love in action and to respond to the New Evangelization. 
Engaging Spirituality presents a spiritual deepening process that invites small groups 
to explore the intersection between contemplative presence and social action. 
JusticeWalking (J-Walking) is a process that forms communities of older teens and 
adults in a spiritual journey and exploration of the radical call of the Gospel. College 
JusticeWalking (J-Walking), a semester long “Discipleship Journey” for communities 
of students, focuses on living the Gospel message and the implications of faith. 
And, check our website for additional JustMatters modules. 

 
 

 
JustFaith Ministries also provides an online document, Taking Action Resource Guide 

(http://www.justfaith.org/graduates/pdf/takeaction_resourceguide.pdf) to help participants learn 

more and get involved in this and other issues.   

 

http://www.justfaith.org/graduates/pdf/takeaction_resourceguide.pdf
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APPENDIX:  Opening and Closing Prayers 
 

Session ONE 

 Opening Prayer ……………………………………………………....... 45-47 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 48 

 

Session TWO 

 Opening Prayer ………………………………………………………... 49-50 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 51-52 

 

Session THREE 

 Opening Prayer ……………………………………………………....... 53-55 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 56-57 

 

Session FOUR 

 Opening Prayer ………………………………………………………... 58-60 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 61 

 

Session FIVE 

 Opening Prayer ………………………………………………………... 62-64 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 65-66 

 

Session SIX 

 Opening Prayer ………………………………………………………... 67-68 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 69 

 

Session SEVEN 

 Opening Prayer ………………………………………………………... 70-71 

 Closing Prayer  ………………………………………………………... 72-73 

 

Session EIGHT 

 Opening and Closing Prayers will be done with the  

guest speaker/immersion contact 

 

Session NINE 

 Opening Prayer ……………………………………………………........ 74-76 

 Closing Prayer  ……………………………………………………….... 77-78 
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Session One - Opening Prayer 

 
After a few words of welcome the facilitator invites everyone into quiet stillness and lights the 

candle. 
 

Lord, open our minds and hearts 

 that we might be free to hear and respond to your voice. 

(Pause) 

  

Let us begin at the beginning 

The facilitator opens the bible and reads Genesis 2:15-17. 

 

The facilitator picks one apple from the basket and, holding it, offers these words:  

 For Christians, the apple has come to symbolize forbidden fruit, 

 a reminder that we have fallen from grace.  

 In the words of St. Paul: “Through disobedience of one, the many were made 

 sinners.” (Romans 5:19) 

 

 If we look into our shared spiritual heritage, we could make the case that we 

 are the spiritual descendants of a long line of criminals.  

 Let’s do a quick background check as we introduce ourselves and some of our 

 spiritual ancestors. 

 

The facilitator asks everyone to take one slip of paper making sure that the women select 

a female ancestor and vice versa. Participants take turns introducing themselves (I am 

Harriet, the spiritual descendant of Eve… etc).  Some participants may read more than 

once since they may have more than one piece of paper. 

  

After the introductions, the facilitator says: 

 This is an ancient story of crime and complicity. 

 But the story does not end here.  

 St Paul wrote to the Christians of Rome:  

 “Just as through one transgression condemnation came upon all, so through 

 one righteous act acquittal and life come to all.” (Romans 15:5)  

Pause before continuing. 

 

Facilitator:  

Imagine you are on trial, in the dock, awaiting sentence and you hear those words 

“Acquittal and life!!”  

Every defendant, every prisoner, every one condemned, yearns to hear those words. 
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Pause 

 

Facilitator invites someone to read the following scripture and reflections:    

 

Isaiah describes the call of the prophet: 

“I, the Lord have called you for the victory of Justice, 

I have grasped you by the hand; 

I have formed you and set you as a covenant for the people, 

a light for the nations, to open the eyes of the blind, 

to bring out prisoners from confinement, 

and from the dungeon, those who live in darkness… 

Pause  

 

Jesus announced his mission at Nazareth:  

“…to proclaim release to the captives.” 

Pause  

 

In the letter to the Galatians we hear: 

“For freedom Christ has set us free” 

Pause 

 

In Hebrews we are instructed:  

“Remember those who are in prison as though you were in prison with them…” 

 

Pass the basket of apples and invite everyone to choose one. Offer this prayer: 

Forgiving God, through the gifts of nature you show us the depth of your love. 

In Christ you came to show us how to love freely. The apple reminds us of our 

complicity in the Sin of the world. 

 

So we ask you, Merciful God, look not on our sin, but on the faith of the people 

gathered here before you. 

Pause 

 

Invite everyone to echo this prayer line by line.  (Psalm 71:11) 

Let the groans of the prisoners come before you… 

(Everyone repeats) 

 

By your great power free those doomed to death…    
(Everyone repeats)  

 

Continue with:  

Let us pause now in silence to allow our own wordless prayer 

to join the inner groans of all those prisoners imploring the help of God. 

Pause 
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The facilitator asks participants to return the apples to the basket, while remaining quiet.   

 

Then the facilitator will invite you to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this closing invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart). 
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Session One - Closing Prayer 
 

The facilitator places the basket of apples in the center of the group. An apple from the basket 

will be needed for the closing prayer.  

 

The facilitator calls everyone to a moment of silence. 

 

Then the facilitator leads this echo prayer and invites everyone to repeat the prayer: 

Let the groans of the prisoners come before you… 

(Everyone repeats) 

 

By your great power free those doomed to death…    
(Everyone repeats)  

 

May this prayer echo in our hearts throughout the week as we walk, work and 

wonder… 

 

Everyone takes an apple. 

Holding up an apple, the facilitator offers this refection: 

 

All crimes have consequences.  

So we suffer as we search for Eden, for all that we have lost. Jesus has shown 

us the way back to God, around the table of the Eucharist, where we find the 

fruit that restores, forgives, brings us back together. 

 

So we pray… God of Fire and Freedom, make us your good news of mercy and 

liberation, for all your children trapped in dungeons who have never known 

your forgiving love.    

 

The facilitator closes with these words and a sign of God’s Peace: 

Let us share in the peace for which the whole world hungers… 

With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

May we extend God’s peace to all … 

 

The facilitator invites everyone to take an apple home. 
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Session Two - Opening Prayer 
 

The facilitator provides an apple, a candle and matches, and a length of heavy chain. 

These symbols are arranged together on a prayer table.  Note:  Prayer requires one 

reader. 

 

The facilitator invites participants to still themselves and pause for a few moments of 

quiet. Before lighting the candle, the facilitator turns down the lights and offers this 

reflection: 

As we gather, let us remember all God’s people who are incarcerated, all those 

who sit in the darkness of isolation. 

 

If possible, darken the room.  Then pause for a full minute of silence. 

 

The facilitator lights the candle. Holding it up, the facilitator then invites someone to 

stand beside the light and to read this adaptation of Isaiah’s proclamation (Isaiah 61:1-2): 

 The Spirit of God is upon us…  

 Because God has anointed us…  

 And sent us to be good news to the oppressed… 

 To bind up broken hearts…  

 To proclaim freedom to those in captivity… 

 And release to those in the prison… 

 To announce that this is God’s time! 

   

The facilitator picks up the heavy chain and passes it around the circle, inviting people to 

hold it and feel its weight before passing it on. While the chain is passed around the 

circle, lead the group in this litany: 

Each time after we pause, you are invited to respond with the refrain: 

“Cast away your crimes and make a new heart and a new spirit.” 

 

Liberating God,  

You weigh our hearts. 

You know the burdens that break the hearts of your children. 

You made us to be free.  

Pause 

 

All:   Cast away your crimes and make a new heart and a new spirit. 
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Merciful God, 

When we are wronged, we cry out for justice. 

When we are in the wrong, we beg for mercy.  

When perpetrators change and receive pardon, we cry “Not fair!”  

Pause 

 

All:  Cast away your crimes and make a new heart and a new spirit. 

 

Loving God, 

You command us to listen and love; 

To love the ONE God with all our heart, soul and strength, 

Which means to love every neighbor as ourselves - as part of us.  

 

Pause 

 

All:  Cast away your crimes and make a new heart and a new spirit. 

 

Forgiving God,  

Widen our hearts and set us free,  

That we might freely offer the mercy and understanding to others 

That we seek for ourselves. 

 

Pause 

 

All:  Cast away your crimes and make a new heart and a new spirit. 

  

Let us wait now in silence to allow our own wordless prayer 

to join the inner groans of all those prisoners imploring the help of God. 

Pause 

 

The facilitator places the chain in the center of the circle beside the candle and the apple. 

 

Invite participants to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the forehead, the 

lips and the heart - as you offer this invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 
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Session Two - Closing Prayer 

 
The facilitator asks for two volunteer readers. 

 

Facilitator:   

Friends, let us close by listening to the words of James, the brother of our Lord.  And, 

again, let us make his words our own through a responsorial reading.  The Response 

is:  “Be doers of the word and not hearers only” (James 1:22). 

 

All:  Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 

 

First reader 

What good is it, my brothers [and sisters], if someone says he has faith but does not 

have works?  Can that faith save him?  (2:14). 

 

All:  Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 

 

Second reader 

If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the day and one of you 

says to them, “Go in peace, keep warm, and eat well,” but you do not give them the 

necessities of the body, what good is it?  (2:15, 16). 

 

All:  Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 

 

First reader 

So also faith of itself, if it does not have works, is dead.  Indeed, someone may say, 

“You have faith and I have works.”  Demonstrate your faith to me without works, and 

I will demonstrate my faith to you from my works (2:17, 18). 

 

All:  Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 

 

Second reader 

Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered his son Isaac on the 

altar?  And in the same way, was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works when she 

welcomed the messengers and sent them out by a different route?  (2:21, 25). 

 

All:   Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 
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First reader 

For just as a body without a spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead (2:26). 

 

All:  Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 
 

Facilitator: 

Lord, when you sent your Son to us, he fed the hungry real bread and real fish, and 

“they all ate and were satisfied” (Matthew 14:20).  When a blind man came to your 

Son for help, he truly healed that man:  “his sight was restored and he could see 

everything distinctly” (Mark 8:25).  And when your Son visited a man so crazed by 

demons that he lived naked among the tombs, your Son really, truly cured him:  “he 

was clothed and in his right mind” when the townspeople came to see what had 

happened (Luke 8:35). 

 

Help us, O God, to make the larger changes and to be doers of the word like your Son.  

Do not allow us to say to anyone in need, “Go in peace, keep warm, and eat well,” 

without giving them the “necessities of the body” as your son did:  real food, actual 

health, literal sanity.  Do not let us tell any prisoner, “For freedom Christ set [you] 

free,” without helping that prisoner achieve some measure of true liberty (Galatians 

5:1).  Emblazon on our hearts, Lord, that “faith without works is dead.” 
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Session Three - Opening Prayer 
 
The facilitator brings an apple, a candle and matches, a length of heavy chain, a locked padlock 

with a key.  These symbols are arranged together on a prayer table. The facilitator will ask for a 

volunteer to read. 

 

The facilitator invites people into quiet stillness with this invocation (Psalm 68: 6): 

Our God gives the desolate a home to live in… 

And leads out the prisoners to prosperity…  

Pause 

 

Then slowly repeats the verse: 

Our God gives the desolate a home to live in… 

And leads out the prisoners to prosperity.  

Pause 

 

The facilitator uses these words to open a listening space:  

We will practice a centuries-old prayer-reflection called Lectio Divina - sacred reading. 

This is a listening meditation, a way of praying scripture. 

Let us prepare ourselves to receive the Word of God. 

 

The facilitator lights the candle and invites everyone to sit in a receptive manner – 

perhaps with both feet on the floor, hands upturned and resting on their knees. If it helps 

you to listen, you may want to close your eyes. Offer these directions: We will again use 

Lectio Divina. Put yourself into this story and listen for a word, an image, a question 

that arises in you.  

 

Invite someone to read the following Scripture passage from Acts 12:1-11 in a prayerful 

way.   

A reading from the Acts of the Apostles 

 

About that time King Herod laid hands upon some members of the church, to harm 

them.  He had James, the brother of John, killed by the sword, and when he saw that 

this was pleasing to the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also.  It was the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread. 

 

He had him taken into custody and put in prison under the guard of four squads of 

four soldiers each.  He intended to bring him before the people after Passover.   

Peter thus was being kept in prison, but prayer by the church was fervently being made 

to God on his behalf. 
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On the very night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter, secured                      by 

double chains, was sleeping between two soldiers, while outside the door          guards 

kept watch on the prison.  Suddenly the angel of the Lord stood by him and a light 

shone in the cell. He tapped Peter on the side and awakened him, saying, “Get up 

quickly!” 

 

The chains fell from Peter’s wrists. The angel said to him, “Put on your belt and      

your sandals.”  He did so.  Then he said to him, “Put on your cloak and follow me.”   

So he followed him out, not realizing that what was happening.  Though the angel was 

real; he thought he was seeing a vision. 

 

They passed the first guard, then the second, and came to the iron gate leading out to 

the city.  They emerged and made their way down an alley, and suddenly the angel       

left him.  Then Peter recovered his senses and said 

 “Now I know for certain that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me…”  

 

The word of God – Thanks be to God. 
 

Pause for a minute of silence. 

 

Invite those who wish to share their response to any of these questions:  

Where did you find yourself in this story? 

What image surfaced as you entered this story? 

What word or phrase struck you?  

 

When people have shared their responses, invite the group into another moment of 

stillness. 

 

Then pick up the padlock, turn the key and open the lock.  Offer these questions for quiet 

reflection: 

When you hear the words freedom, liberation, release, what places and people 

come to mind? 

 

When you hear of cells and chains, prisoners and perpetrators, what are the 

names and faces that surface?     

 

Pass the padlock around the circle and invite those who wish to do so to speak the names 

of places, people, or a personal situation in need of liberation, release, a second chance. 

 

When the padlock has gone full circle, offer this prayer by Jens Soering: 

Lord, I confess that my unbelief is as deep as Peter’s.  

As I listened, I thought:  This did not really happen.   

This is a pious fable, meant to teach us a spiritual truth.   

Lord, forgive us all for our unbelief.   
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Guide us to hear this Scripture anew – to accept it as a challenge and an 

invitation. 

You sent an angel to free Peter from prison.   

Help us understand that you want us to be that angel! 

Your word says that “a light shone in the cell” and showed Peter the way to 

liberty.   

Help us accept that you want us to be the light that shines in the cell! 

A voice told Peter to get up and the chains fell from his wrists.   

Help us believe that this voice is our voice, that we have the power to make 

chains fall to the ground! 

Pause 

 

Conclude by inviting people to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this closing invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 

 

  
 
 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

56 

     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 
Session Three - Closing Prayer 
 

The facilitator will provide the padlock and key. 

 

The facilitator invites people to share in this Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 107).  The 

Response is:  Give thanks to the Lord who is good, whose love endures forever. 

 

The volunteer reader begins, reading slowly: 

Give thanks to the Lord who is good,  

whose love endures forever.   

Let that be the prayer of the Lord’s redeemed,  

those redeemed from the land of the foe. 

 

All: Give thanks to the Lord who is good, whose love endures forever. 

 

Some lived in darkness and gloom, 

 in prison, bound with chains, 

Because they rebelled against God’s word, 

 scorned the counsel of the Most High, 

Who humbled their hearts through hardship; 

 they stumbled with no one to help. 

 

All: Give thanks to the Lord who is good, whose love endures forever. 

 

 

In their distress they cried to the Lord, 

who saved them in their peril. 

Led them forth from darkness and gloom 

and broke their chains asunder. 

 

All: Give thanks to the Lord who is good, whose love endures forever. 

 

Let them thank the Lord for such kindness, 

such wondrous deeds for mere mortals. 

For he broke down the gates of bronze 

and snapped the bars of iron. 

 

All: Give thanks to the Lord who is good, whose love endures forever. 

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

57 

The facilitator picks up the padlock and offers this reflection:  

In the Psalms we are reminded, “The Lord sets prisoners free,”  

This is also a call for us to put our hands to God’s liberating work.   

Let us join hands and, one by one, commit ourselves to this task. 

  

Invite everyone to stand in a circle and join hands. Then ask the participants in turn – 

going around the circle – to echo this prayer: Lord, help me be a light that shines in the 

cell, an angel that sets prisoners free. 
 

Facilitator:  Let us carry these words of prayer in our hearts during the coming week. 

 
Close with these words and a sign of God’s Peace 

Let us become that peace for which the whole world hungers… 

With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

May we extend God’s peace to all … 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 
Session Four - Opening Prayer  

 
The facilitator provides an apple, a candle and matches, a length of heavy chain, a padlock with 

a key, and a large rock.  These symbols are arranged together on a prayer table.  Also needed are 

two readers.  

 

The facilitator invites the group into stillness with this reflection:  

Ours is a faith that forgives… 

What God wants is a heart of flesh not stone. 

 

The facilitator pauses and then repeats the reflection: 

Ours is a faith that forgives… 

What God wants is a heart of flesh not stone. 

 

Scripture Dialogue 

The facilitator picks up the large rock and introduces this prayer as a dramatic dialogue 

between the Law and the Lord.   Introduce the two readers as the Law and the Lord.  

Give the rock to the first reader (The Law). The readers alternate reading prayerfully and 

slowly, holding the rock while they read and passing it between them.   

 

Reader One: The Law    Reader Two: The Lord 

In the law it is written:     Then the scribes and Pharisees  

If a man commits adultery with    brought a woman who had been 

his neighbor’s wife, both the adulterer   caught in adultery and made her  

and the adulteress shall be put to death.   stand in the middle. 

(Leviticus 20:10)     (John 8:3-11) 

 

 

Teacher, this woman was caught in the   They said this to test him, so  

very act of committing adultery.     That they could have some  

Now, in the law, Moses commanded us   charge to bring against him. 

to stone such women.  So what do you say?  Jesus bent down and began to   

       write on the ground with this finger. 
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59 

 

For God knows how we are formed,    But when the scribes and the   

And remembers that we are dust!    Pharisees continued asking Jesus 

(Psalm 103: 14)    he straightened up and said to them 

The Lord formed us out of the clay    Let the one among you    

of the ground and blew into our nostrils   who is without sin 

the breath of life,      be the first to throw a stone at her. 

(Genesis 2:7) 

 

 

The Psalmist says:      Again he bent down  

When they breathe their last breath,    and wrote on the ground.    

they return to the earth that day    And in response, they went away 

all their planning comes to nothing   one by one, beginning with the 

(Psalm 146:4)    elders. 

 

 

So he was left alone with the woman    Then Jesus straightened up and said 

before him.        to her. Woman, where are they?   

       Has no one condemned you? 

 

No one, sir.      Neither do I condemn you.   

Go, and from now on do not sin any 

more. 

 

 

Facilitator: After the reading, place the rock back on the prayer table and pause for quiet 

reflection.  

 

Then share this reflection by Jens Soering: 

Many of us at some point have felt the finger of accusation directed at us. 

Perhaps we have longed for someone like Jesus to speak up for us.   

Help us, God, to move beyond an easy reading of this episode.   

Though we may prefer to see ourselves in the role of victim,  

surely we are also in some sense the woman caught in adultery.   

 

Pause 

 

Open our eyes to see that we also play the role of the Pharisees.   

When we point fingers and cry for “justice” – do we feel superior?   

God forgive us for failing to show the same mercy that we want and  

need for ourselves. 

Help us see that it is not enough for us to no longer pick up stones -  

our calling is greater!  

Christ commissioned us to carry on his work.              
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Pause   

 

We are the ones to teach that God desires mercy, not sacrifice.   

When we see a crowd picking up stones, it is our job to speak up:   

“Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone” 

 

Pause  

 

Let us together echo Christ’s words to those the world has condemned:  

Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone. 

 

Pause and repeat:   

Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone. 

 

The facilitator invites everyone to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this closing invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 
  

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

61 

     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 
Session Four - Closing Prayer 

 
The facilitator provides a large rock. 

  

The facilitator picks up the rock and offers these words:  

 We are the forgiving church!  

 With rocks we are tasked to build a shelter for the vulnerable,  

 a sanctuary for the persecuted.  

 

The facilitator offers the stone to the person on the right and invites people to pass it 

around hand to hand. While the stone is being passed invite people to open their hearts 

while they listen to this Word of God:  

 

A reading from the Book of Proverbs: 

 

If you remain indifferent in times of adversity, 

your strength will depart from you. 

Rescue those who are being dragged to death, 

and from those tottering to execution, withdraw not. 

If you say, “I know not this [person]!” 

  does not he who tests hearts perceive it? 

      (Proverbs 24:10-11) 

 

Conclude with this prayer by Jens Soering:  

 Forgiving God, let our deeds be marked by mercy.  

Help us to drop the stones from our hands                                                                  

and persuade others to drop their stones, too.                                                          

For the stones we throw at others will only circle round                                   

and strike us back. 

 

 

Close with these words and a sign of God’s Peace - 

Let us become that peace for which the whole world hungers… 

With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

May we extend God’s peace to all … 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 
 
 
Session Five - Opening Prayer  
 
The facilitator will provide an apple, a candle and matches, a length of heavy chain, a padlock 

with a key, a large rock, and a short length of rope .The symbols are arranged together on a 

prayer table.  Also needed are two readers.  

 

Facilitator invites everyone into a moment of quiet stillness and then lights the candle and 

offers these words from Scripture: “And the king will say… Come you whom my Father 

has blessed, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world … 

for I was in prison and you visited me…”       

 

Pause a moment and then repeat the last phrase:  

“… for I was in prison and you visited me…” 
 

Pick up the length of rope and offer this reflection: 

Rags and ropes mark incarcerated people throughout the ages. 

We belong to a long line of spiritual ancestors who spent time in prison. 

They are a lifeline linking us to Jesus, who was bound and executed as a 

criminal.    

 

Introduce the following dramatic dialogue between the Prophet and the Psalmist and  ask 

the two readers to alternate reading prayerfully and slowly. 

   

The Prophet (Jeremiah 38: 6-13)   The Psalmist (Psalm 69) 

 

And so they took Jeremiah     But I pray to you, Lord, 

and threw him into the cistern    for the time of your favor. 

letting him down with ropes.     God in your great kindness  

There was no water in the cistern,    answer me 

only mud, and Jeremiah     with your constant help… 

sank into the mud…      

 

  

Now Ebed-melech,     Rescue me from the mire; 

a courtier in the king’s palace   do not let me sink, 

heard that they had put Jeremiah    nor the mouth of the pit  

into the cistern and Ebed-melech    close over me… 

went there from the palace  

and said to the king… 
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“My lord king, these men have    Answer me, Lord 

been at fault in all they have done    in your generous love to the prophet,  

to Jeremiah,       in your great mercy, turn to me… 

casting him into the cistern.   

He will die of famine …”  

 

 

Then the king ordered Ebed-melech    Draw near to me,  

to take three men and draw Jeremiah   redeem me, 

out of the cistern before he should die…   set me free… 

 

 

Ebed-melech took some old, tattered rags;   I am lowly and in pain 

these he sent down to Jeremiah    let your salvation  

in the cistern, with ropes.                O God protect me… 

 

 

Then he said to Jeremiah,    Let the oppressed see it and be glad,  

Put the rags between      you who seek God,  

your armpits and the ropes.    let your hearts revive. 

Jeremiah did so, and they drew him up   For the Lord hears the needy  

with the ropes out of the cistern.   and does not despise   

       the ones who are in bonds. 

 

 

After the reading the facilitator offers this reflection by Jens Soering:  

Lord, grant us Ebed-melech’s humanity, his kindness and his ingenuity.  

He saw the prisoner Jeremiah as a human being first.  

To spare him pain he got rags to pad the rope under Jeremiah’s arms.   

Pause 

 

Thank you for reminding us that one courageous person speaking truth to 

power, can change minds and hearts, and even find willing helpers. 

May we recognize ourselves in King Zedekiah who gave Jeremiah up for 

imprisonment at the request of powerful influences.   
 

Let us not be tempted to give up, believing we can do nothing for the 2.3 million 

prisoners in the power of the prison industrial complex.   

Pause 

 

Let us not forget how the king reversed his decision, realizing he would incur 

wrath by freeing Jeremiah.   
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Thank you God for this example, that inspires us to pull prisoners out of the 

muddy holes of our nation’s jails and penitentiaries.   
 

 

The facilitator invites everyone to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 

 Session Five - Closing Prayer 
 
The facilitator provides the length of rope for this prayer. 

 

The facilitator begins with this invocation: 

“The Lord looked down from the holy heights, 

  viewed the earth from heaven, 

 To attend the groaning of the prisoners 

  to release those doomed to die.”   (Psalm 102:20, 21) 

 

…Then picks up the rope and offers this reflection:  

The faithful incarcerated are a lifeline for us!   

Let us invoke some of their names, and remind ourselves of their courage 

and their solidarity with all God’s children who are imprisoned. 

Pause 

 

Facilitator:  Lead the group in this Litany of the Faithful Incarcerated, asking participants 

to respond, Pray for us. 

  

Jeremiah the Prophet… Pray for us   

 St. John the Baptist…  Pray for us     

 St. Dismas of Calvary… Pray for us     

 Sts. Peter and Paul…  Pray for us     

 Sts. Priscilla and Aquila… Pray for us     

 St. Ignatius of Antioch… Pray for us      

 Sts. Perpetua and Felicity Pray for us     

 St. Polycarp…  Pray for us      

 St. Martin of Tours…  Pray for us         

 St. Joan of Arc…  Pray for us  

 St. John of the Cross… Pray for us    

 St. Thomas More...  Pray for us  

 St. Franz Jagerstatter… Pray for us  

 St. Edith Stein…  Pray for us   

 St. Maximilian Kolbe… Pray for us   
 All you holy incarcerated…  Pray for us 
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 Alfred Delp  

 Raoul Wallenberg 

 Martin Luther King Jr. 

 Dorothy Day…   Pray for us   

 

Conclude the litany asking participants to respond, Have mercy on us.      

  

 Lord Jesus Christ, 

 bound, tortured and executed… 

   

 

Close with this reflection by Jens Soering: 

 Out of fear Zedekiah handed over Jeremiah. Out of fear Pilate handed over 

 Jesus. In these times, in this nation, many are gripped with fear which fuels the 

 imprisonment of more than 2 million of God’s children.  

 

God of love, help us resist our fear-filled impulses. There is no fear in love, but 

perfect love casts out fear, for fear has to do with punishment….    (1 John 4:18) 

 Pause 

 

 Give us the wisdom and courage to help others overcome their fear.  

 Speak through us as we confront the powerful prison industrial complex.   

 May we be agents of your love that casts out fear. 

 Pause 

 

 

Close with these words and a sign of God’s Peace - 

Let us become that peace for which the whole world hungers… 

With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

May we extend God’s peace to all … 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 
 
 
Session Six - Opening Prayer  
 
The facilitator brings one large candle and enough tea candles for each of the group members 

plus one.  Arrange the tea candles around the large candle in the middle on a prayer table. Ask 

for a volunteer to read the scripture passage.    

 

Facilitator:  Invite everyone into a moment of quiet stillness and then light the large 

candle and offer these words as the call to worship: 

Jesus, son of Mary, you are light from light, the light of the world, the sun of 

justice,    a light shining in our darkness, a light showing us the way. Through 

our prayer in your name to the Creative Source of Light, we open our eyes to 

the light that shines on all people, that shows us the way and the people with 

whom we walk.  May our hearts be open to your gift.  Let the church say: 

AMEN 

 

Invite the group to stand while a volunteer reads John (8: 2-11): 

 

Early in the morning, [Jesus] arrived again in the temple area, and all the 

people started coming to him, and he sat down and taught them.  Then the 

scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery 

and made her stand in the middle.  They said to him, “Teacher, this woman was 

caught in the very act of committing adult-ery.  Now in the law, Moses 

commanded us to stone such women.  So what do you say?”  They said this to 

test him, so that they could have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent 

down and began to write on the ground with his finger.  But when they 

continued asking him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let the one among 

you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  Again he bent down 

and wrote on the ground.  And in response, they went away one by one, 

beginning with the elders.  So he was left alone with the woman before him.  

Then Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman, where are they?  Has no 

one condemned you?”  She replied, “No one, sir.”  Then Jesus said, “Neither 

do I condemn you.  Go, from now on do not sin any more.” 

 

The Gospel of the Lord 

All:   Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ! 

 

Sit in silent reflection for a few minutes, inviting each participate to come forward in 

silence and light one of the tea candles (except for one) from the larger candle.   
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Then ask the volunteer to SLOWLY read the following version of Psalm 130 by Ernesto 

Cardenal (Nicaragua).  All join in the response: Hear my voice! 

 

From the depths I cry to you, O Lord! 

I cry in the night from the prison cell…. 

From the torture chamber 

In the hour of darkness 

Hear my voice.   

 

All:  Hear my voice! 

 

If you were to keep a record of sins 

Lord, who would be blameless? 

But you do pardon sins 

You are not implacable as they are in their investigation! 

 

All:  Hear my voice! 

 

I trust in the Lord ... and not in leaders ...nor in slogans. 

I trust in the Lord ... and not in their radios! 

 

All:  Hear my voice! 

 

My soul hopes in the Lord 

More than the sentinels of dawn 

More than the way one counts the hours of night in a prison cell.   

 

All:  Hear my voice! 

 

While we are imprisoned,  

They are enjoying themselves. 

But the Lord is liberation! 

   

All:  Hear my voice! 

 

The facilitator invites everyone to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this invocation. 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 

 

The candles remain lit for the rest of the evening (except for the one tea candle which 

remains unlit). 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
Session Six - Closing Prayer 
 

The facilitator begins with this invocation: 

“The Lord looked down from the holy heights, viewed the earth from heaven, 

to attend the groaning of the prisoners to release those doomed to die.”  
(Psalm 102:20, 21) 

 

Invite everyone to enter into reverent silence and to reflect on what they have just 

experienced together – with the women of hope.  After a few minutes lead everyone in 

the following prayers, noting that the first response is: Lord, raise them up! 

 

For women who were abused by family members as children      Lord, raise them up! 

For women who are victims of domestic violence                        Lord, raise them up! 

For women who have been taken advantage of by others             Lord, raise them up! 

For women who are addicted to drugs, alcohol, or sex                  Lord, raise them up! 

For women who have been used up through prostitution              Lord, raise them up! 

For women who have been abused in prison                                  Lord, raise them up! 

For women who struggle to be free from what will lead them back to prison 

                                                                                                         Lord, raise them up! 

For women who long to be free from all that keeps them from being good mothers 

                                                                                                        Lord, raise them up! 

   

Invite the group to now respond: Gracious God, we thank you! 

 

For Jesus who does not condemn…      Gracious God, we thank you! 

 

For Jesus who responded graciously to the woman who touched his cloak, to the 

woman who washed his feet with her tears, to the woman who anointed him for death,                

to Martha and Mary with their different gifts, to all women who turn to him with 

trust…         Gracious God, we thank you! 

 

For all those who help women to help themselves, who affirm women no matter how  

they have messed up or been messed up by others, who accept the gift that incarcerated 

women and women ex-offenders are and can be…       Gracious God, we thank you! 

 

A volunteer lights the unlit tea candle from the large candle as the facilitator says: 

For the light that Jesus gives us when our light burns out… 

   Gracious God, we thank you! 

 

Facilitator:  Go in peace!  May the light of Christ show us the way!   
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 
 
Session Seven - Opening Prayer  
 
Facilitator places a large candle on the prayer table, lighting it after the Invitation to Prayer. A 

volunteer is need to read. 

 

Invite everyone to enter into a moment and a place of quiet, letting go of preoccupations. 

After a minute or so, read the following:  

“Now this is the message we have heard from Jesus Christ:  God is light and in 

him there is no darkness at all.  If we walk in the light ... then we have 

fellowship with one another and the blood of his Son Jesus cleanses us from all 

sin. If we acknowledge our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive our sins 

….” 

 

Light the candle and invite the volunteer reader to begin. 

A reading from the first letter of John.  Beloved:  We belong to God.  And so let 

us love another, for everyone who loves is begotten by God and knows God.  In 

this is love: not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as 

expiation for our sins.  Beloved, if God so loved us, we also must love one 

another.  The Word of the Lord.      

 

All:  Thanks be to God! 

 

After a minute of silence for individual reflection, invite the volunteer to lead the 

responsorial psalm.  Refrain: The Lord teaches the humble his way of justice. 

 

For your name’s sake, O Lord, you will pardon my guilt, great as it is. 

O Lord, relieve the troubles of my heart and bring me out of my distress.  

Put an end to my affliction and my suffering. 

 

Refrain … The Lord teaches the humble his way of justice. 

 

O Lord, be my rock of refuge, a stronghold to give me safety.  

Into your hands I commend my spirit. 

For you have seen my affliction and watched over me in my distress,  

Not shutting me up in the grip of the enemy but enabling me to move about at 

large. 

Refrain … The Lord teaches the humble his way of justice. 
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You have favored, O Lord, your land; you have restored the well-being of 

Jacob. 

You have forgotten the guilt of your people; you have covered all their sins.   

Restore us, O God our savior.  Show us your kindness and grant us your 

salvation. 

 

Refrain … The Lord teaches the humble his way of justice. 

 

To conclude, the facilitator invites everyone to copy the following gesture - making a 

sign of the cross on the forehead, the lips and the heart - as you offer this invocation:  

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 
Session Seven - Closing Prayer 
 
Facilitator places a large candle on the prayer table.  One volunteer is needed to read. 

 

Light the candle and invite the group into a moment and a place of silence. After a minute or so, 

offer the following call to prayer. 

 

Spirit of God – the very breath and fire of God –  

anoint us to be a people of good news,  

yoked to break yokes, sighted to bring sight,                                                                               

healed to be healers, struggling to bring release. 

 

A reading from the holy gospel according to Luke: Jesus came to Nazareth, 

where he had grown up, and went according to his custom into the 

synagogue on the Sabbath day.  He stood up to read and was hand a scroll of 

the prophet Isaiah.  He unrolled the scroll and found the passage where it 

was written: The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 

to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to 

proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.  Rolling up the scroll, he handed it 

back to the attendant and sat down, and the eyes of all in the synagogue 

looked intently at him.  He said to them, “Today this scripture passage is 

fulfilled in your hearing.”  The Gospel of the Lord.          

 

All:  Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ 
 

Pause for a few minutes of reflection. Ask the volunteer to lead the following prayer with 

the refrain said by all. 

 

Leader:  Bakerwoman God, I am your living bread, Strong and brown. 

               I am your low, soft and being-shaped loaf. 

               I am your rising bread, well-kneaded by some divine and knotty pair of   

               knuckles, by your warm earth-hands.  I am bread well-kneaded.  
        

Refrain:  Put me in your fire, Bakerwoman God, put me in your own bright fire. 
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Leader:  I am warm, warm as you from fire.  I am white and gold, soft and hard,  

               brown and round.  I am so warm from fire.  Break me, Bakerwoman God,  

               I am broken under your caring Word. 

 

Refrain:  Put me in your fire, Bakerwoman God, put me in your own bright fire. 

 

Leader:  Drop me in your special juice in pieces.  Drop me in your blood.  Drunken me 

in the great red flood.  Self-giving chalice, swallow me.  My skin shines in the divine 

wine. My face is cup-covered and I drown.  Catch and hold me, remake me. 

        

Refrain:  Put me in your fire, Bakerwoman God, put me in your own bright fire.  
 

 

Close with these words and a sign of God’s Peace 

Let us become that peace for which the whole world hungers… 

With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

May we extend God’s peace to all … 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 
 
Session Nine - Opening Prayer  

 
All the symbols used in the past sessions are arranged on the prayer table - the pillar candle (and 

matches), the apple, the chain, the padlock, the rock, the rope - plus a small cross and a small 

bowl of water.   Prayer requires two readers. 

 

Invite everyone into a moment of quiet stillness.  Then pick up the small cross and lead 

the group in this reflection: 

 

This is the mark that sets us free…  

free to care, free to suffer with rather than condemn…  

 

… then pick up the small bowl of water and continue:  

 

At baptism we are marked and freed from the power of sin.  

Let us mark ourselves with the mark that sets us free. 

 

… then make the sign of the cross with these words:  

 

Our God knows    (Touching the forehead)  

Our God cares   (Touching the chest) 

Our God sets us free to care! (Touching both shoulders) 

 

Pass the bowl of water and invite everyone to dip their fingers and quietly mark 

themselves with the sign of the cross.  

 

Ask the two readers to alternate in reading the following story of The Mark of God’s 

Protection (Genesis 4:2-26).   

 

Reader One  

Abel became a keeper of flocks and Cain a tiller of the soil.   

In the course of time Cain brought an offering to the Lord from the fruit of the 

soil while Abel, for his part brought one of the best firstlings of his flock.  The 

Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering 

he did not.  Cain greatly resented this and was crestfallen.   

 

 

 

 



 

 

                     

 Copyrighted material 
JustFaith Ministries · www.justfaith.org · (502) 429-0865 

 
  

 

75 

Reader Two 

So the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you so resentful and crestfallen?  

If you do well, you can hold up your head; but if not, sin is a lurking at the 

door:  its desire is for you, but you must master it.” 

 

Reader One  

Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out in the field.” 

When they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.   

 

Reader Two 

Then the Lord asked Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” 

Cain responded, “I do not know.  Am I my brother’s keeper?” 

 

Reader One  

The Lord responded. “What have you done?  Listen:  your brother’s blood cries 

out to me from the soil!  Therefore you shall be banned from the soil that 

opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand.  If you till the 

soil, it shall no longer give you its produce.  You shall become a restless 

wanderer on the earth. 

 

Reader Two 

Cain said, “My punishment is too great to bear!  Since you have now banished 

me from the soil, and I must avoid your presence and become a restless 

wanderer on the earth, anyone may kill me on sight.” 

 

Reader One  

“Not so!” said the Lord, “Anyone who kills Cain shall be avenged sevenfold.”  

So the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest anyone should kill him on sight.   

Cain then left the Lord’s presence and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden.   
 

Pause for a moment of silent reflection. 

 

Facilitator:  Lead the group in this reflection by Jens Soering: 

 God, your mercy toward Cain is hard to accept.  

 When he killed Abel, you practically let him go free!   

 And when this murderer complained, you gave him a special mark of   

  protection.   

 Your mercy seems excessive, yet you are a God who can produce good fruit  

  from a crooked branch!   

 In this story Cain founds a city, and his descendants develop farming, the arts  

  and the sciences.  

 Yet Cain represents the worst of the worst in us; those men and women in  

  “supermax” prisons, killers serving life without parole.   

 Open our eyes, our minds, our hearts that we might see them as you saw Cain. 
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Once again everyone is invited to copy this gesture - making a sign of the cross on the 

forehead, the lips and the heart   

 

Come Spirit of Jesus and set us free…  

Open our minds + (Crossing the forehead) 

Speak to our lives + (Crossing the lips) 

Soften our hearts + (Crossing the heart) 
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     Prison Reform: Church of the Second Chance 

 

 
Session Nine - Closing Prayer 
 

Once again all of the symbols should be on the prayer table.  

 

Invite everyone to gather around the prayer table and into stillness. Then read this 

scripture passage (Matthew 11:2-5):  

 

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing,  

he sent word by his disciples and said to him,  

“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  

Jesus answered them,  

“Go and tell John what you hear and see:  

the blind receive their sight,  

the lame walk,  

the lepers are cleansed,  

the deaf hear,  

the dead are raised,  

and the poor have good news brought to them.” 

 

A Prayerful Review of the Journey 

 

Offer this question for quiet reflection: 

What have you seen or heard that has set you free to care and connect more 

deeply? 

 

Pause for a minute or so.  

 

Then invite those who wish to pick up one of the symbols from the prayer table and offer 

a brief prayerful response to the question - What have you seen or heard that has set you 

free to care and connect more deeply?  

 

After a few responses, introduce Psalm 142 with these final words from Jens Soering:   

 Over the course of the last few weeks we have seen that our nation’s jails and 

 penitentiaries do not just imprison convicts; in a very real sense, they are also 

 imprisoning us, by separating us from our brothers and sisters in Christ.  

 

Pause 
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Let us now prayerfully echo this last verse of Psalm 142: 

 

Facilitators      Participants 

Lead us out of our prison…   Lead us out of our prison… 

That we may give thanks to your name... That we may give thanks to your name. 

 

 

Closing Blessing 

Everyone stands and forms a circle.  

 

The facilitator offers this reflection:  

 “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me so I send you.  

 When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them:   

 “Receive the Holy Spirit: If you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven…” 

(John 20: 22-23) 

Pause 

 

 We are marked by compassion to be the keepers of our neighbors. 

 We are also the keepers of the keys to the kingdom! 

 

You are invited to trace the mark of the cross on the forehead of your neighbor and offer 

this blessing:  You are set free to care and connect!  

  

The facilitator concludes the module by sharing these words and a sign of peace:  

 We bear that peace for which the whole world hungers… 

 With this sign we offer each other a second chance at life… 

 May we extend God’s peace. 
 

 
 


