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Welcome

For over six decades, the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA has not only 
provided an opportunity for ecumenical cooperation among Christian communions, but also has 
effectively promoted peace and justice in Christ’s name. In more recent times, as the NCC has 
reconfigured itself to better address the needs of the twenty-first-century world, two key 
priorities of focus have been named, mass incarceration and interfaith relations with 
peacemaking. To address these priorities,  Convening Tables have been established, allowing 
smaller groups of representatives to utilize their time and expertise for the benefit of the whole.  

To this end, the NCC Convening Table on Christian Education, Ecumenical Faith Formation, 
and Leadership Development offers the following Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass 
Incarceration. This resource, developed over the past several months, is a toolbox replete with 
various offerings intended to inform and engage individuals, small groups, congregations, and 
classrooms alike. 

As chair of the Convening Table, I commend to you this Starter Kit and am deeply grateful to 
my wise and gifted colleagues for their impressive work. All who take seriously the call of Christ 
to reach forth a hand in love to those in need and transform society in Jesus’ name will find the 
materials shared herein to be very helpful tools indeed.

In Christ,

The Rev. Dr. C. K. Robertson
Canon to the Presiding Bishop
The Episcopal Church
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Introduction

Rev. Dr. Chuck K. Robertson, of The Episcopal Church serves as co-convener of the Christian 
Education, Ecumenical Faith Formation, and Leadership Development Convening Table 
(Education CT). He has led Education Convening Table members and staff in the development 
of this resource. We are grateful for his leadership and for the witness and gifts, tangible and 
intangible, that he offers the Church, and through the Church, the world. We are also thankful for 
the leadership contributions of Dr. Mary A. Love of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church. Her spirit of cooperation and willingness to help when possible supported and 
encouraged us forward.

The “Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass Incarceration” (Starter Kit) is designed to 
be an educational resource toolbox for teaching and learning. The objective is to place in 
conversation facts about incarceration in the United States and values and teachings of Christian 
communities for teaching and learning. The Christian life involves making visible God’s 
continuing action in the world. Materials and exercises in this resource aim to nurture and 
encourage reflection and action on mass incarceration and the Church’s mission to become salt, 
light, and leaven in the world. 

The Starter Kit is organized in two parts. Part 1 presents a background paper on mass 
incarceration prepared for the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC). The 
purpose of the document was to assist the NCC in its discernment of priorities for the 
organization. It is offered to teachers and learners to share with them some of the rationale for 
the NCC Governing Board’s choice of mass incarceration as one of the NCC’s foci. 

Accompanying the rationale are facts about mass incarceration in the United States today. We 
are thankful to Nicole D. Porter and The Sentencing Project of Washington, D.C who provided 
facts and substantiating evidence regarding the operations and implications of prisons and 
prisoners in the U.S. Presented across five articles, learners are introduced to trends, decisive 
factors, informed and misguided practices that become the prescription for mass incarceration. 
Together, these two units provide a platform of insights for a moral response and common 
witness. 

Part 2 of the “Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass Incarceration” is a range of 
resources for educating across ministry settings, including worship, study groups, in seminaries 
and other forums of higher education, and beyond the walls, but not the boundaries, of the 
Church. 
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Rev. Marilyn B. Kendrix of the United Church of Christ provides a series of outlines for bringing 
the concern of mass incarceration before God in the context of worshiping communities. Prayer 
and praise form as well as inform worshipers into a particular and peculiar community, a people 
of God. From Advent to Ordinary Times, leaders and learners have opportunity to use materials 
in the Starter Kit to inform the communal, spiritual practice of worship. Resources for special 
occasions, the celebration of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day and Black History Month are also 
included for bringing the daily concerns of life – concerns for justice and equality, redemption 
and hope – into the worship of God. Rev. Kendrix is also a contributor to the book, The Justice 
Imperative: How Hyper-Incarceration Has Hijacked the American Dream by Brian E. Moran 
(2014); website: www.thejusticeimperative.org.

Rev. Eric M. Cain of Alliance of Baptists packs a lot of information and ideas for teaching and 
learning in small-group contexts into a very small space—two pages. Organized around a three-
pronged teaching-learning approach of “read, see, and do,” the tools are an excellent set of 
resources to engage learners visually and viscerally in small-group settings. We are appreciative 
of the work Public Broadcasting Services and Religion and Ethics Newsweekly have done as we 
draw on seven videos they produced to connect learners to various issues of mass incarceration. 
Again, both reflections on reading the texts and watching the videos are offered in hopes of 
motivating learners to become participants in God’s mission in society today. 

Three documents are presented for use in seminaries or other contexts of higher education. Rev. 
Dr. Cristian De La Rosa presents a syllabus for a course entitled “Contextual Interfaith 
Advocacy Work on Mass Incarceration.” De La Rosa, on the faculty of Boston University 
School of Theology, developed the course as a travel seminar. The curriculum is shaped around 
students’ attendance and participation at the NCC’s Christian Unity Gathering. They learn from 
and interview religious and public leaders and community organizers about their interfaith 
advocacy work on mass incarceration. Learners attend plenary sessions and working groups to 
both learn from and participate with church educators in discovery and exploration, 
understanding, and analysis of alternative ministry initiatives geared toward altering the present 
trends and practices that maintain mass incarceration in the U.S. 

Rev. Dr. Joseph V. Crockett, Associate General Secretary of NCC for Education CT, presents a 
reflection for teachers on “Framing: An Educational Strategy.” Crockett lists several assumptions 
embedded in the work of framing as an educational strategy. He asserts that the importance of 
framing, how an experience is typified or a situation is defined, cannot be understated or 
overemphasized. Biblical references and questions are also provided in hopes that the framing of 

http://www.thejusticeimperative.org
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mass incarceration in terms of “difference” may provide a pathway for learners to connect with 
and engage in reflection and action on the injustices and inequities related to Blacks’ and 
Latinos’ disproportionate imprisonment in the U.S. 

Dr. Michael Reid Trice of Seattle University School of Theology and Ministry and graduate 
student Corey Passons have developed and share a bibliographic resource on incarceration in the 
United States. While not an exhaustive list, it is more than a sufficient start to initiate deeper 
reading and exploration of mass incarceration in the U.S. An important dimension of this work is 
its capture and presentation of ecclesial work and resources on the topic of mass incarceration. 
While Christian adherents may differ in naming the causes and consequences of mass 
incarceration, the sheer breadth of representatives—from the Orthodox Church in America to the 
National Association of Evangelicals—demonstrates that attention of the NCC on the topic is 
warranted. The bibliography is not offered so learners become satisfied because they have read 
about mass incarceration, but to inform, encourage, and equip a critical consciousness for 
individual and collective moral and ethical action.

Two programs of teaching and learning about mass incarceration take the religious learning 
beyond church settings into society. Rev. Janet L. Wolf and the CDF Freedom Schools® 
program is an evidence-based educational work developed and implemented by the Children’s 
Defense Fund, based in Washington, D.C. Through a five-component teaching-learning 
curriculum, the CDF Freedom Schools® program documents the making of a difference in the 
lives of learners both in terms of prevention, as a factor in the deterrence to imprisonment, and as 
an intervention, through their work with people who are part of the prison population. We are 
thankful to the Children’s Defense Fund for permission to share their work with teachers and 
learners and with members and friends of the NCC faith communities. 

The final unit of our “Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass Incarceration” provides a 
rare occasion for inmates to engage faith community members as learners. As documented by 
Columbia University independent researchers, The New York Theological Seminary’s Masters 
of Professional Studies Program at Sing Sing Correctional Facility is an educational model of 
transformative education. Here, we who enjoy various degrees of freedom outside of prison 
walls are called to consider and to more fully embody the freedom Jesus Christ makes possible: 
We are challenged to employ our freedom in Christ for the work of reconciliation with the 
“other.” A clear outcome of this educational exchange is that inmates become teachers and those 
who live beyond the bars and chains of correctional facilities become learners. The experience 
reminds the Church that any and every humanly devised and manufactured division the Church 
accepts results in the Church’s failure to be the Church of Jesus Christ. Stated differently, as the 
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Church seeks unity in Christ, divisions imposed by systems of justice and injustice are 
scandalous if and when they permit Christian adherents to separate God’s creation into isolated 
camps of “us” and “them.” As students translate their lived experience into content for the 
Church’s curriculum on mass incarceration, they challenge members of the religious educational 
enterprise to reread the classic writings of John Dewey’s Experience and Education and Paulo 
Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 

Together the CDF Freedom Schools® program and the New York Theological Seminary’s 
ministry at Sing Sing prompt teachers, learners, and educational leaders to learn the values and 
teach the beliefs of faith communities far beyond sanctuaries and church classrooms. 

Materials presented in the “Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass Incarceration” can be 
used like a carpenter makes use of a toolbox. Depending on the information and skill levels of 
teachers and learners, the intent and context for teaching and learning, information and ideas 
from one part or section of the resource can easily be combined with resources from another part 
of the Starter Kit for building tailor-made curricular experiences. For example, information from 
The Sentencing Project fact sheets can be incorporated in a presentation, lecture, or sermon in a 
rather straightforward manner. Perhaps, in the design of a short-course on the topic of mass 
incarceration as either part of the classroom experience or as homework (preparation) learners 
might be assigned to view a video segment and note their reflections for discussion. Maybe the 
video on Freedom Schools, from Eric Cain’s section on “read, see, and do” for small-group 
settings can be paired with discussion of Freedom Schools in the section on teaching and 
learning “Beyond Church Walls.” Or, learners might use questions asked in one of the videos to 
investigate the topic in their community and to use the findings for planning either a special 
worship experience or service project. The possibilities are numerous. 

The contributors to this resource hope that a “Starter Kit for Teaching and Learning on Mass 
Incarceration,” equips, encourages, and inspires you to reflection and action related to mass 
incarceration and the ministries of religious education, as together we join in the mission of God. 

Eastertide 2015,

Rev. Dr. Joseph V. Crockett, 
Associate General Secretary
Christian Education, Ecumenical Faith Formation and Leadership Development
National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA
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Why a Focus on Mass Incarceration?

With what shall I come before the LORD,
 and bow myself before God on high? . . .
He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,

          and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6: 6, 8 NRSV)

Micah’s message calls to mind the stories of God’s redemptive acts in history. Expressed 
through the prophet’s voice, God’s concern is for Israel to identify with, internalize, and embody 
genuine acts of fairness and equality, grace and compassion toward all. 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; . . . So if anyone 
is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has 
given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us (2 Corinthians 5:16-19 NRSV).

Paul heralds the death and resurrection of Christ as the central event in history. God’s forgiving 
love changes us from enemies into friends of God. Because of Christ, cosmic transformations are 
possible, the potential for new creations – human and spiritual, personal and social – are 
attainable. Followers of Christ live as ambassadors to invite, encourage, and engage everyone to 
become friends of God. 

In the presence of mass incarceration in America, what is the mission of God? God’s mission is 
more than a temporal project. It is more than renderings of social justice. The religious ethic of 
love aims at leavening the idea of justice with the ideal of love (Niebuhr, 1960:57, 60, 80f). Mass 
incarceration moves the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC) to consider 
that, in part, the mission of God in Christ involves the Church manifesting God’s love toward 
those who are black and brown, poor, disenfranchised, and marginalized. God’s mission also 
encompasses promoting God’s justice through institutions and systems for Christ’s reconciliation 
with the world. 
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Past and Present Perspectives 

In 1979, the Governing Board of the NCC issued a statement, “Challenges to the Injustices of the 
Criminal Justice System: A Christian Call to Responsibility.” Here, the NCC declared, “the 
source and meaning of justice is in the Being and activity of God and the relationship established 
with the human community through creation and redemptive covenant” (1979:1). The NCC 
statement on the criminal justice system stated also that: 

Inequitable laws and arbitrary applications of law produce gross violations of human 
rights. Social injustice may be continued or increased by the policy and administration of 
criminal justice. The demands of justice, therefore, call Christians to seek greater justice 
where the criminal justice system affects persons accused or convicted of unlawful 
conduct and to promote and protect a state of justice in society. 

The work of Michelle Alexander (2010, 2012), provides a sobering reminder to the Church that 
biblical understandings of justice may be at odds with cries for “punishment for criminals” and 
that the task of calling the criminal justice enterprise to justice remains unfinished. Alexander 
investigates key elements of the criminal justice system that results in mass incarceration of 
people of color and the poor in America. The NCC priority on mass incarceration takes up the 
mission of God to establish a more just and equitable society, to make visible God’s redemptive 
community, and to restore the dignity, justice, and freedom of both victims and offenders of the 
law. 

Some Agents and Key Terms 

There are many parts to the United States system of criminal justice. In addition to perpetrators, 
victims and defendants, the police, prosecutors, and judges, prison guards and parole officers 
represent a sampling of the agents who participate in or fulfill various responsibilities that 
coordinate activities and transform individual activities into a “system.” Based on Alexander’s 
work (2010, 2012), we identify four terms that are important for understanding the experiences 
and concept of mass incarceration. 

Mass incarceration “refers not only to the criminal justice system, but also to the larger web of 
laws, rules, policies and customs that control those labeled criminals both in and out of 
prison” (Alexander, 2012:13). 

Jim Crow. “Redemption marked a turning point in the quest by dominant whites for a new racial 
equilibrium, a racial order that would protect their economic, political, and social interests in a 
world without slavery. . . . The new racial order, know as Jim Crow—a term apparently derived 
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from a minstrel show character—was regarded as the ‘final settlement,’ the ‘return to sanity,’ 
and ‘the permanent system’ (2012:32, 35). 

Racial profiling refers to law enforcer’s discretionary authority and practice to target, stop, 
interrogate, frisk, search, and detain primarily black and brown males in ways that produce 
patterns of enforcement that are not race-neutral (2012: 123-126). 

Stigma of criminality refers to the power, social, political, and economic structures that are 
associated with labeling deviant behavior. The stigma of criminality recognizes the critical 
distance between a deviant act and the symbolic reorganization of self, roles, and opportunities 
that may or may not ensue due to branding persons as felons and the consequent badge of 
inferiority that accompanies such naming (2012: 94f). 

The Challenge 

Alexander believes that overcoming indifference and the resulting failure to care is the 
fundamental challenge in addressing mass incarceration. She writes: 

[A] flawed public consensus lies at the core of the prevailing caste system. When people 
think about crime, especially drug crime, they do not think about suburban housewives 
violating laws regulating prescription drugs or white frat boys using ecstasy. Drug crime 
in this country is understood to be black and brown, and it is because drug crime is 
racially defined in the public consciousness that the electorate has not cared much what 
happens to drug criminals. . . . It is this failure to care, really care across color lines, that 
lies at the core of this system of control and every racial caste system that has existed in 
the United States or anywhere else in the world” (2012:234). 

Some Guiding Beliefs  

From its beginnings, the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA has advocated for 
justice and equality for all persons, including those who are victims of crime and those who 
perpetrate crimes. Involvement is and has been informed by beliefs and affirmations that are 
rooted in the Judeo-Christian scriptures and traditions. A sample of those claims that lead us as a 
community of Christian communions beyond indifference to engagement are below. 

▪ Awareness of our communion in Christ impels Christians to express a common, visible 
witness together. 
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▪ Mutual coordination for a unified response to unjust conditions is not optional, but 
inextricably connected to the cosmic rule of Christ. 

▪ Unity in mission to unjust conditions and circumstances does not presuppose uniformity. 
God’s gift of unity lures Christians toward a common witness in reconciled diversity. 

▪ People who are poor, politically disenfranchised, or socially marginalized are essential 
interlocutors in the mission of God. The Church’s common witness is done with those 
who suffer. 

▪ “Christians believe justice is achieved through restitution and not retribution” (1979:2). 

▪ “The laws of any society – the requirements it defines for the behavior of its members – 
must reflect its commitment to justice among and for all its members” (1979:2). 

▪ Dialogue and reflection are necessary, but alone they are insufficient to fulfill the 
Church’s obligation to human suffering. Inasmuch as the cries of victims give expression 
to the heart of God, unity in Christ compels life-giving manifestations of a common 
witness to Christ’s love for humanity. 

Sampling of Issues, Themes, Norms, and Values Associated with Mass Incarceration 

There are many, many ways in which concerns related to the topic of mass incarceration are 
presented. Examples would include the following: 

▪ Law and order: social control, its merits, limits, and liabilities 

▪ Privatization of prisons and the prison industrial complex in the U.S. 

▪ Institutional racism and its consequences 

▪ Retribution and the quest for justice: The responsibility of community in restoration 

▪ From a fragmented society to a call to care 

▪ Exiled, unwanted, and longing for acceptance and love 
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▪ Forgiveness and reconciliation as paths to personal and communal restoration 

Our Aims and Hopes 

From the NCC’s attention on and responses to mass incarceration, we hope to achieve four 
modest outcomes to which this “starter kit” aims to support. 

By reflecting on the habits of mind that result in racially biased and discriminatory beliefs and 
actions, we hope to change some ways of thinking and acting and to enhance our capacities for 
creative problem-solving. 

By identifying, making problematic, and re-framing issues, we hope to encourage Christians and 
others who share our values to question the status quo; to educate participants to detect 
ambiguities, inequities, anomalies, and unjust patterns and practices for responding more justly 
in future actions. 

By facilitating learning and interactions that enhance viewing situations from multiple 
perspectives, we hope to transcend mass incarceration as an issue of “me” versus “them,” and 
move toward understandings of “us” and a shared existence.

By advocating for reduced dependency on incarceration as the primary means toward restorative 
justice for victims and perpetrators, we hope to work toward reconciliation of broken lives and 
communities and the repair of God’s world. 
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The Sentencing Project

Established in 1986, The Sentencing Project works for a fair and effective U.S. criminal justice 
system by promoting reforms in sentencing policy, addressing unjust racial disparities and 
practices, and advocating for alternatives to incarceration. The Sentencing Project is dedicated to 
changing the way Americans think about crime and punishment. The Sentencing Project engages 
in research, public education, and technical assistance to enhance fairness in the justice system 
and to reduce racial disparities. It conducts research and training and produces analyses for 
policymakers and practitioners on strategies to meet the goals of both public safety and racial 
justice. The organization is a leader in national efforts to educate the public on the need to reform 
policies and practices that prohibit or limit voting by people with felony convictions. 

The Sentencing Project presents five fact-sheets to introduce learners to several issues related to 
mass incarceration. They are listed and may be accessed by clicking on the links below. 

1. Facts About Prisons and Prisoners; http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Facts 
About Prisons.pdf

2. Incarcerated Women; http://www.sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/
cc_Incarcerated_Women_Factsheet_Dec2012final.pdf

3. The Science of Downsizing Prisons -- What Works?; http://sentencingproject.org/doc/The 
Science of Downsizing Prisons — What Works_.pdf

4. Trends in U.S. Corrections; http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/
inc_Trends_in_Corrections_Fact_sheet.pdf

5.  U.S. Prison Population Trends; http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/
inc_Prison_Population_Trends_fs.pdf

The Sentencing Project is based in Washington, D.C. For more information contact, The 
Sentencing Project at 202.628.0871 (p); 202.628.1091 (fax); or by e-mail at: 
staff@sentencingproject.org. 

http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Facts%2520About%2520Prisons.pdf
file:///http:/sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Facts%20About%20Prisons.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Facts%20About%20Prisons.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Facts%20About%20Prisons.pdf
http://www.sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/cc_Incarcerated_Women_Factsheet_Dec2012final.pdf
http://www.sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/cc_Incarcerated_Women_Factsheet_Dec2012final.pdf
http://www.sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/cc_Incarcerated_Women_Factsheet_Dec2012final.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/The%2520Science%2520of%2520Downsizing%2520Prisons%2520--%2520What%2520Works_.pdf
http://The%20Science%20of%20Downsizing%20Prisons%20--%20What%20Works?
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/The%20Science%20of%20Downsizing%20Prisons%20--%20What%20Works_.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/The%20Science%20of%20Downsizing%20Prisons%20--%20What%20Works_.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Trends_in_Corrections_Fact_sheet.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Trends_in_Corrections_Fact_sheet.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Trends_in_Corrections_Fact_sheet.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Prison_Population_Trends_fs.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Prison_Population_Trends_fs.pdf
http://sentencingproject.org/doc/publications/inc_Prison_Population_Trends_fs.pdf
mailto:staff@sentencingproject.org
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MASS INCARCERATION AWARENESS
WORSHIP RESOURCES & SERMON THEMES

Reverend Marilyn B. Kendrix

Here is a resource for planning worship and creating sermons to raise awareness about mass 
incarceration in America. 

MASS INCARCERATON FACTS:  

• The United States holds in prisons and jails, federal and state, a combined total of 2.3 
million people—that’s one in every 99 adults, behind bars.

• The number of people who are on probation or parole, those still under correctional 
control, or suffering the impact of a criminal record is 65 million. 

• The rate of young black men, between the ages of 20 and 34 is 1 in 9. 

• America today incarcerates more of her black citizens than South Africa imprisoned 
during the height of apartheid.

• More black people are imprisoned today than were enslaved in 1850, a decade prior to 
the Civil War. 

• The cause of the steep rise in levels of incarceration since 1980: the War on Drugs, 
overwhelmingly targeted enforcement in poor communities. 

• The U.S. has taken what is essentially a public health issue—drug addiction—
and criminalized it. 

• Punishment continues after the actual period of incarceration. 

• Ex-felons are prohibited from living in public housing and most private landlords 
will not rent to them. 

• Ex-felons are barred from federal assistance, even food stamps. 
• Employment discrimination against ex-felons is widespread and commonplace. 
• These barriers to successful integration result in a high rate of recidivism.

• Over half of all Federal prisoners are nonviolent drug offenders. 

• Most people recidivate or return to prison as a result of technical violations of probation 
or parole such as missing a curfew, missing a scheduled meeting with a probation or 
parole officer, or failure to gain employment. 
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WORSHIP RESOURCES BY SEASON

ADVENT 

Call to Worship: 
Leader: You who are poor, why have you come?
People:  To hear good news.
Leader: You who are brokenhearted, why have you come?
People: To have our hearts healed.
Leader:  You who are captive, why have you come?
People:  To hear words of freedom.
Leader:  You who are prisoners, why have you come?
People: To be released from what binds us.
Leader:  You who mourn, why have you come?
People:  To receive comfort.
Leader: Then you are welcome here in this place, await a Lord who offers blessing for all.

Processional Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” various hymnals  

Collect:
O God, whose incarnation we await: We humbly pray that you guide us as we seek ways to 
participate in your anointing. Help us to pour out our love on the poor, the imprisoned, the 
comfortless, just as you pour out your unconditional love upon us. Amen. 

Prayer of Confession: 
Leader:  God is love; the omnipotent and compassionate parent that holds the world tenderly 
in a warm embrace. God desires that we love each other as a mother loves her child, as a 
father embraces his own.

People:  All too often we fail in our efforts to live as God would have us live. We push 
away, turning cold shoulders to God and to each other. We express anger and 
resentment instead of compassion and grace. We seek revenge instead of reconciliation. 
In these moments we ask God to forgive us and set us upon the right path. 

Sermon Hymn: “Through All the World, a Hungry Christ,” #587 The New Century 
Hymnal, alternate tune:  MARYTON

Scripture: Isaiah 61:1–2a; Luke 4:16–21
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Sermon Theme:
The Savior that we are waiting for is one who declared himself the fulfillment of the Isaiah 
prophecy to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, when the captive would go free. Can we 
do any less?

Recessional Hymn:  “Go Forth for God,” #708 Worship & Rejoice 

+ + +
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EPIPHANY

Call to Worship: 

Leader:  Star of Wonder, star of night, star with royal beauty bright, 
Westward leading, still proceeding, guide us to thy perfect light.
People:  Surely God is in this place! Let us worship God.  

Processional Hymn:  “We Three Kings,” #254 The United Methodist Hymnal 

Collect:
O God, by the leading of a star you manifested your only Son to the people of the earth:  
Lead us, who know you now by faith, into sudden insight, that we may reflect your 
boundless love for us with boundless love for one another. Amen. 

Prayer of Confession: 
Faithful God, you call us to be saints, but we are more comfortable with the role of sinner; 
you call us to be your servants, but we worry that we lack the skills to do your work; you put 
a new song of praise in our mouths, but we stumble on unfamiliar words; you show us the 
work to be tackled, but we turn away defiant, insisting we have more important things to do.

Put your song on our lips and in our hearts, and remind us of the joy that awaits us when we 
put our trust in you. Guide us into the light of your unwavering, never-ending, and grace-
filled love. Amen. (From Ministry Matters: January 12, 2014)

Sermon Hymn:  “Arise, Your Light Is Come,” #744 Glory to God: The Presbyterian Hymnal 

Scripture:  Mathew 2:1-12; Luke 2: 25-38 

Sermon Theme:  
Sudden Insight – Truths that we have been blind to can be revealed to us, whether is it the 
insight of the wise men who, at the sighting of a star in the East, realize they must search for 
a baby who would become “king of the Jews,” OR Anna and Simeon’s insight that the baby 
being dedicated in the synagogue would be the salvation of all people OR our insight about 
the truths of the system of mass incarceration in America. 

Recessional Hymn: “Lord, Whose Love Through Humble Service” #461 Chalice Hymnal 

+ + + 
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LENT

Call to Worship:
Leader:  God of Life,
All: you are as near to us as our breath.
Leader: Touch our eyes, 
All: that we may see you in one another. 
Leader: Open our ears, 
All: that we may hear your voice in the cries of the oppressed. 
Leader: Enter our hearts, 
All: that we may be filled with your love toward all people. 
Leader: Come, O God of life and breath and wholeness. 
All: Be with us now. Show us the way to new life and grant us the courage to be people 
of your Way.

 
Processional Hymn:  “There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy,” #587 Evangelical 

Lutheran Worship (ST. HELENA) 

Collect:  
Be gracious to us, your people, we entreat you, O Lord, that we, repenting day by day of the 
things that displease you, may be more and more filled with love of you and of your 
commandments; and, help us through the love of our Lord Jesus Christ, to drop our stones of 
condemnation and reflect your forgiveness upon a broken world. Amen.

Prayer of Confession:
One: You speak, Lord, but we are not always listening.
All: Sometimes other voices are louder or more persuasive.
One: You show us your way, Lord, but we are not always looking.
All: Sometimes other ways seduce us with their ease or power.
One: You give us choices, now help us to learn your will.
All: Lead us, Lord, to walk your way on any road we travel.

Sermon Hymn: “O God, How We Have Wandered,” #202, The New Century Hymnal 

Scripture:  Romans 2:17-24; John 8:1-11 

Sermon Theme:  
Are we stone throwers? How can we, who follow a Savior who forgave the woman 
caught in adultery, show no forgiveness for those coming out of prisons in our nation? 
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We are a people who throw rocks at the poorest, darkest Americans and have a system 
that has very little forgiveness in it. 

Recessional Hymn: “Send Forth by God’s Blessing,” #664 The United Methodist Hymnal

+ + + 
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MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. SUNDAY

Call to Worship: 
Leader: God of the prophets, call to us today.
People: Call us into Your ways of love, justice, and righteousness.
Leader: God of the poets, remind us again how much You love us.
People: Sing to us Your ways of love, justice, and righteousness.
Leader: God of the disciples, teach us how to follow You.
People: Teach us Your ways of love, justice, and righteousness.
Leader: God of all creation, help us to know Your ways.
All: We gather to hear Your call, to sing Your praise, to teach each other, to pray and 
worship as the body of Christ. 

Processional Hymn: “God, with Joy We Look Around Us,” #58 Songs of Grace   

Collect:
God our creator, who in the beginning commanded the light to shine out of darkness: we pray 
that the light of the gospel of Jesus Christ may dispel the darkness of ignorance, shining into 
the hearts of all your people to reveal the knowledge of your hope of fellowship and love for 
all God’s people. Amen. 

Prayer of Confession:  
Leader:  O God, You created us in divine likeness, diverse and beautiful: In every person, 
every race is your image.
All:  But too often we fail to recognize your image in all: Forgive us.
Leader:  You created us in divine freedom, to be free: In every decision, every choice is your 
possibility of justice.
All:  But too often we fail to choose to advocate for your justice for all:  Forgive us.
Open our eyes to distinguish good from evil. Open our hearts to desire good over evil. 
Strengthen our wills to choose good over evil, so that we may create among us your 
beloved community.

(Adapted from United Church of Christ Prayer for Racial Justice)  

Sermon Hymn: “Let Justice Flow like Streams,” #689 Celebrating Grace Hymnal

Scripture:  Amos 5:14-17, 21-24

Sermon Theme: 
Amos called Judah to task for the lack of justice in their time. What would Amos say today 
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about the lack of justice in our criminal justice system? Martin said we would only be 
satisfied when justice flows down like water and righteous like a mighty stream.   

Recessional Hymn: “We Shall Overcome,” #542 African American Heritage Hymnal 

+ + + 
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BLACK HISTORY MONTH 

Call to Worship: 
Leader: Have you not known the God of the downtrodden.
All: Yes, we know this God and surely this God knows us.
Leader: Have you not heard the gospel of the oppressed: the story of liberation, freedom, and 
salvation?
All: Yes, we have heard this story and surely this story lives in us.
Leader: We know and we have heard that God is good,
All: all the time!
Leader: And all the time,
All: God is good. Amen!

Processional Hymn: “Let Streams of Living Justice Flow Down upon the Earth,”
#710 Evangelical Lutheran Worship  

Collect:
Holy God of history, help us to remember those who have gone before, blazing a trail of 
justice for all God’s people. Help us to remember that we are the people of Hagar and Ruth, 
of Paul and Martin, and of Jesus, whose ministry declared release to the captives and liberty 
to the prisoners. Grant us the courage to join their number in ushering in your kingdom on 
earth. 

Prayer of Confession:  
Leader: The gospel is for all people.
All:  Yet sometimes we hide the gospel, keeping the good news to ourselves.
Leader: Sometimes we proclaim our own version of the story; a version that excludes those 
who challenge our comfortable understandings; a version that does not remind us of our 
complicity with forms of human oppression.
All: Forgive us, God, when we change history to feed our egos.
Leader: Forgive us, when we celebrate an end result, without remembering the long and 
difficult journey.
All: Forgive us, God. Amen.

Sermon Hymn: “Let Justice Flow like Streams,” #689 Celebrating Grace Hymnal

Scripture: Amos 5:14-17, 21-24

Sermon Theme: 
Amos called the people of Judah to task for the lack of justice in their time. What would 
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Amos say today about the lack of justice in our criminal justice system?  Does justice roll 
down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream in America today?  

Recessional Hymn: “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” #339 Glory to God: The Presbyterian
 Hymnal

+ + + 
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EASTER SEASON 

Call to Worship
Leader:  The disciples, Jesus’ first followers, had doubts arise in their hearts.   
ALL:     Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.
Leader:  Jesus, our teacher, cried out for justice for all God’s people. 
ALL:     Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.
Leader:  Jesus, our brother, pointed out injustice in our midst.  
ALL:     Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.
Leader:  Christ, our Risen Lord, shows us the way of abundant life for all God’s people.  
ALL:     Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.
Leader:  Come, let us worship our Risen Christ, who opens our eyes and fills our hearts.   

Processional Hymn:  “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing,” #96 Worship & Rejoice 

Collect: 
God of new life, move through the locked doors of our hearts. Open us to your love moving 
in the world. Instruct us as you taught the disciples.  Make a new church of us, a blessed 
place where we live in unity. Help us to learn from those first believers who prayed as we do. 

Prayer of Confession: 
Wondrous God, we confess that at times our doubts and fears override our hope and faith. 
Forgive us when we lose sight of the joy of Your love and instead fall into despair and 
gloom. Lift up our spirits, Lord, and help us to remember the promise of new life here and 
now, not just the hope of resurrection for the future. We give thanks for Your Son, Jesus the 
Christ, who continues to offer us new life, who continues to turn us around and upside down, 
who continues to break down the walls of death in our own life. Forgive us, restore us, and 
renew us. In the name of our risen Savior, Jesus the Christ, we pray. Amen.

Sermon Hymn: “We Walk by Faith, and Not by Sight,” #256 The New Century Hymnal 

Scripture: Isaiah 61:1-2; John 20:24-29 

Sermon theme:  
Doubting Thomas could not believe that Jesus had arisen from the dead without seeing him 
in person and putting his hand into Jesus’ wounds. And while Jesus does not rebuke him for 
his disbelief, he does proclaim, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.” There 
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are many good folks who have not been personally touched by the criminal justice system 
and yet, they have come to believe that it is broken and must be changed. Blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet believe!

Recessional Hymn: “For Everyone Born,” #769 Glory to God: The Presbyterian Hymnal

+ + + 
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ORDINARY TIME I

Call to Worship: 
Leader:  Micah said that the Lord requires us to do justice.
All:  Fill us, O Lord, with a yearning for justice. 
Leader: Micah said that the Lord requires us to love kindness.
All:  Help us, Holy One, to look with kindness upon our world. 
Leader:  Micah said that the Lord requires us to walk humbly with God.
All:  Come, let us humbly worship our Lord. 

Processional Hymn: “Community of Christ,” #314 The New Century Hymnal 
               
Collect:

Oh God, our teacher, example, companion— 
You have shown us what is good, and call us to remember that what you require is not 
repayment of debt or settling the score, but obedience. Show us, God, when to do justice, 
how to love kindness, and where to walk, humbly, with You. Amen.

 - Dana Cassell

Prayer of Confession: 
Good and gracious God,
We confess that we are not always as aware of your presence as we should be. Too 
frequently we live our lives as if we are the judge and jury of the world. Too frequently, we 
miss out on the opportunity to tap into your always present love and share it with others 
(even those we think of as enemies). Too frequently we have only anger and judgment for 
others.

Remind us of your omnipresence. Make us ever aware of our call to be a reflection of you, 
our Creator. Teach us to walk softly in our lives. Guide us to places of love and humility. 
Create in us a peace that passes understanding. And inspire us to seek out justice for those 
who find far too little of it in this world that we have created. 
(From a Facebook prayer)  

Sermon Hymn: “O God, You Call for Justice,” (AURELIA) available at 
http://www.carolynshymns.com/

Scripture: Micah 6:1-8; Romans 13:8  

Sermon Theme:  

http://www.carolynshymns.com/
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How well are we doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with God when we as a 
society have set up a system of mass incarceration from which there is no forgiveness once 
the period of incarceration is at an end?  

Recessional Hymn: “Lord, Whose Love through Humble Service,” #416 Chalice Hymnal 

+ + +
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ORDINARY TIME II

Call to Worship: 
Leader: Jesus said, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself."
All: Loving God, inspire us to show our love for you and our neighbor.
Leader: Let us be thankful that God’s love is more faithful than ours.
All: And let us be restored again to dwell with God, for God is always ready to receive 
us.
Leader: With thankful hearts, come, let us worship our loving God.

Processional Hymn: “Community of Christ,” #314 The New Century Hymnal 

Collect: 
Eternal God, Rescuer of the weak: given every reason to judge us, you seek justice for us. 
You stand with the poor in the ditches where we have discarded them. You plant your Word 
of truth in the One who gives us unexpected answers. Holy God, do not pass us by, but stoop 
to lift us up and carry us out of our pain. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

Prayer of Confession:
O Lord, we love you and we know that we can best show our love for you by loving others in 
your name. But too often we fall short. Forgive us, Lord, when we fail to be loving to those 
who are closest to us, our families and friends. 

Forgive us too, Lord, when we fail to love those we find hard to love. You know who they 
are. It is all too easy for us to ignore them, to dismiss them, to judge them, to do anything but 
love them. Forgive us for failing to act toward them with Christlike love. Amen. 

Sermon Hymn: “Called as Partners in Christ's Service,” #495 The New Century Hymnal

Scripture: Luke 10:25-37; Deuteronomy 6:4-5; Leviticus 19:18

Sermon Theme: 
God calls us to love our neighbors, even unlikely ones who don’t live close by. Those who 
languish in our nation’s prisons and jails are our neighbors as well, whom Jesus would have 
us love. We can show that love by working to end our nation’s system of mass incarceration. 

Recessional Hymn: “Sent Forth by God's Blessing,” #76 The New Century Hymnal

+ + + 



29

ORDINARY TIME II SERMON: “Unlikely Neighbors” by Reverend Marilyn B. Kendrix

Scripture: Deuteronomy 6:4-5; Leviticus 19:18; Luke 10:25-37

UNLIKELY NEIGHBORS
Our Gospel reading today is one that is so very familiar to us all, I think. So familiar is it that we 
use the phrase, Good Samaritan, as a common English expression to mean someone who helps 
another, simply out of the goodness of their heart. We even have laws in most states and many 
countries round the world referred to as “Good Samaritan Laws” to protect ordinary citizens who 
stop to help someone who is hurt from being sued for their helping in our very litigious society. 

Yet, I think that many of us don’t usually take the time to look under the surface of this parable 
in Luke, to see what Jesus is really saying here, because, with Jesus, parables are rarely 
straightforward and Jesus rarely says the expected, commonly understood truth. Jesus’ teachings 
are always more complicated to our understanding of conventional wisdom than that. So, let’s 
look at this parable a little more closely. 
I think it’s important to start with the first few verses, where Jesus is asked about eternal life by a 
lawyer. 

“Teacher,” he says, “ what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  

And Jesus essentially tells him that any good Jew would know the answer, by quoting from the 
Torah, the Law that all Jews were bound to keep, from Deuteronomy 6:4 which says: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
might.” 

And then from Leviticus 19:18: 

“You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”

In true lawyer fashion, the young man seeks to complicate the issue by asking Jesus to clearly 
explain exactly who his neighbor is. And this is where we get to the crux of the matter. In this 
parable, Jesus has four main characters . . . a priest, a Levite, a Samaritan, and an injured man. 
And by the end of the parable, we find that it is the Samaritan who has truly acted as the 
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neighbor. The neighbor who loves and whom we are supposed to love according to the Old 
Testament Law—AND according to Jesus. So what does this tell us?  

Let’s start with the Samaritan. Who exactly were the Samaritans? Well, the Samaritans were the 
folks descended from the Northern Kingdom of Israel, about a thousand years before Jesus. The 
Samaritans were looked down on by the Jews of Jesus’ time as sellouts; but in truth, they were 
Jews of another sort themselves. So, this Samaritan in Jesus’ parable is not really some 
completely foreign person. No, this man is a descendant of the same group of people as both the 
priest and the Levite. Their connection may have been a thousand years old by the time of Jesus, 
but connected they were. So what we have in the Samaritan is an enemy, a person whom the 
Jews of Jesus’ time would have understood as being someone that they would never have 
dreamed of talking to, let alone helping. 

But in the clever way that Jesus always has in his parables, just by using a Samaritan as one of 
his characters, Jesus points out both this man’s complete “otherness” and his connection to them
—a connection that goes back so far that it seems obvious that the point is that the whole human 
family is indeed connected. We are all connected. Jesus’ choice of a Samaritan in this story 
underscores the universality of his understanding of the word “neighbor.”  

Okay, in this parable, before the Samaritan helps the person in need, we are told about two 
others, a priest and a Levite, who both cross to the other side of the street to stay REALLY, 
REALLY far away from the injured man. It is important to understand that both the priest and 
the Levite are men who served the Jewish community in the Temple. These men were the 
religious leaders of their time, the good religious folk. Now, we can understand that it was 
important for them both to stay really far away from any blood. It was believed that if they came 
into contact with any blood they would be defiled and thus unable to carry out their duties at the 
Temple. So before we get too judgmental about their behavior, we need to understand that they 
believed that they were serving a higher purpose as they crossed to the other side and ignored the 
bleeding man on the street. Good religious folk. So, it is the Samaritan who helps, who dips into 
his own funds to provide for the care and feeding for this stranger, assuring that he will be able to 
recover from the wounds that he has suffered at the hands of evil forces in their society. 

The man lying bleeding in the gutter IS the neighbor. And the Samaritan acts as a neighbor, 
showing love to this person with whom he has no relationship but with whom he is ultimately 
connected, WAY back, as a member of the human race—the people of God. Turns out that the 
Samaritan is a very unlikely neighbor, yet he chose to show love by helping this stranger. 
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So, what does this story say to us today? Well, I believe it says lots of things about our choices as 
individuals and our choices as a society. We could talk about how we good religious folk treat or 
even think about the strangers in our midst—the undocumented immigrants among us. Or how 
we look upon the person who looks different, or acts different or smells different. Or how we 
experience that homeless person, begging on the street that we frequently have to walk past. 
There are lots of people whom we would like to cross off our list of neighbors. BUT, there are 
real consequences when we fail to love our neighbors.

I have an example of one particular group of people, folks who are almost universally not 
thought of as the neighbors whom Jesus would have us love. I am thinking of people in prison. I 
am thinking of the people who, when they come out of lockup at the end of their sentence, find 
themselves still locked out of American society. The consequence of not loving these people has 
resulted in a system of mass incarceration of more of our citizens than any other nation on the 
planet. The United States holds in prisons and jails, federal and state, a combined total of 2.3 
million people—that’s one in every 99 adults behind bars. And if we count the number of people 
who are on probation or parole, those still under correctional control, still lying in America’s 
metaphorical gutters like the bleeding man in our parable, the number climbs to a staggering 65 
million people. We have more people in prison per 100,000 people than does Russia or China . . . 
China!  

As we hear these numbers, we have to ask, well, aren’t these folks just more criminal than 
everyone else in America?  And the answer is, No. Many are not. What many are . . . is subject 
to the targeted enforcement of our nation’s mostly failed policy called the War on Drugs. 
Enforcement targeted primarily poor communities. The fact is that prisons are mostly packed 
with our nation’s poor people. Two-thirds of those in prison lived below the poverty line prior to 
their imprisonment. Upwards of 90 percent of those incarcerated in our nation’s prisons suffer 
from some sort of addictive disorder, behavioral disorder, and / OR mental health conditions, 
many needing treatment rather than imprisonment. While many of those imprisoned are young 
men of color, the largest increase in rates of incarceration over the last few years has been poor, 
white men. 

We live in a nation that imprisons its poor citizens at alarming rates. We live in a nation that 
imprisons its mentally ill citizens at alarming rates. We as a society have let this happen, I 
believe, partly because we do not view these folks as our neighbors. Neighbors whom we are 
called to care about. Neighbors whom we are told by Jesus to love. And so we are left with a 
system that has taken what is essentially a public health issue—drug addiction—and criminalized 
it. Unlike our response to alcohol abuse, which we usually respond to with treatment, we have 
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made the abuse of drugs a criminal offense. 

As good Christians, we have to believe in forgiveness. Earlier we prayed a prayer, asking for and 
being granted forgiveness for our various transgressions. And yet our criminal justice system has 
penalties and prohibitions that go well beyond the actual period of incarceration. There is not 
much forgiveness to be found in the way our society deals with those coming out of prison, 
allegedly having paid their debt to society. No, when folks from poor communities are released 
after having served their time, they cannot go home to live in public housing, often where their 
families live. It is not allowed. So they are homeless. They cannot get any public assistance. It is 
not allowed. So they are hungry. Employment discrimination is legal and many if not most 
employers will not hire them. So they have no prospects. The system is structured such that the 
only thing for them to do is re-offend and go back to prison and then we are dismayed at the high 
rate of recidivism, even though the system, as it stands, offers them little other choice. 

But, if we think about these folks, who, like the Samaritan, are very different from us, 
unemployed, homeless, living at the margins of society, as our neighbors, whom Jesus would 
have us love, what should we do? What is our responsibility as Christians to the person with 
whom we have no relationship but with whom we are ultimately connected, WAY back, as a 
member of the human family—the people of God?

Should we be like the good religious folks in the parable, the priest and the Levite who don’t 
want to get involved lest they become defiled themselves? Or should we look for ways to love 
unlikely neighbors? In the fourth chapter of Luke, we are told that Jesus went into his hometown 
of Nazareth and announced in the synagogue, 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
   to bring good news to the poor.

    He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free, 

19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

I believe that imprisoning our poorest Americans, in massive numbers and then setting up a 
system that locks them in a poverty from which there is no escape and blaming them for their 
misfortune is not what Jesus had in mind as he proclaimed the year of the Lord’s favor, when the 
captive would go free. It’s not what Jesus had in mind and it is not what the prophet Micah tells 
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us the Lord requires of us. Imprisoning our poorest Americans and then creating a system where 
their punishment never ends, does not square in any way with doing justice, loving kindness, and 
walking humbly with God. 
  
So, what is it that we can do? Well, we can advocate for an end to policies that create and 
support mass incarceration . . . policies like Stop and Frisk, policies like zero-tolerance in 
schools, which has done more to fill the pre-kindergarten-to-prison pipeline than anything else. 
We can advocate for universal early childhood education, since over 70 percent of all offenders 
and ex-offenders are high school dropouts. We can think about hiring ex-offenders, offering 
them the chance to start over with a clean slate. 

There are so many ways to live into the call to Christian discipleship; and loving our neighbors, 
as unlikely as they may be, is one of them. And the most wonderful thing about loving God’s 
people is that each person who loves gets so much more out of it than they put in. It’s all a part 
of the economy of God, an economy where as you pour out your love onto others, you always 
discover that you have more love left than when you started. 
Jesus is calling all of us to be a neighbor by finding an unlikely neighbor to love. 

Amen. 

Option
If, like me, you are surprised by the cause of our nation’s system of mass incarceration and want 
to learn more about it, I encourage you stay after church today and attend an Adult Forum on the 
subject where I will go into much more detail. 
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Mass Incarceration
A Small-Group Resource Guide for Study: Reading, Seeing, and Doing

By Eric M. Cain

READ

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. New York, NY: The New Press, 2012.

Moran, Brian E. & Malta Justice Initiative. The Justice Imperative: How 
Hyper-Incarceration Has Hijacked the American Dream.  New York, NY: Significance 
Press, 2014.

(Note: Please visit the book website at http://thejusticeimperative.org/ for 
additional information. There is also a video of the Malta Justice Initiative Legislative 
Breakfast Forum at the [Connecticut] State Capitol from March 2015 online at http://ct-
n.com/ctnplayer.asp?odID=11352.)

Simon, Jonathan. Mass Incarceration on Trial: A Remarkable Court Decision and the 
Future of Prisons in America. New York, NY: The New Press, 2014.

White, David F., ed. Insights: The Faculty Journal of Austin Seminary 130, no. 1 (2014).
http://issuu.com/austinseminary/docs/fall_2014_insights/3?e=2809396/9720315 
(Note: The topic of this issue is “The Crisis of Incarceration.”)

SEE

Broken on All Sides: Race, Mass Incarceration & New Visions for Criminal Justice in the 
U.S.  Directed by Matthew Pillischer.  2012. Independent Film.
(Note: The film website is http://brokenonallsides.com.) 

“Freedom School Program Liberates Kids in Probation Camp.” 
http://www.vimeo.com/71288015
(Note: This clip is about the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools.)

“Mass Incarceration.” Religion & Ethics Newsweekly (PBS).  2012. 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass-
incarceration/10091/

http://thejusticeimperative.org/
http://ct-n.com/ctnplayer.asp?odID=11352
http://ct-n.com/ctnplayer.asp?odID=11352
http://issuu.com/austinseminary/docs/fall_2014_insights/3?e=2809396/9720315
http://brokenonallsides.com
http://www.vimeo.com/71288015
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass-incarceration/10091/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass-incarceration/10091/
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Other relevant and informative videos from PBS.org and Religion & Ethics Newsweekly are 
listed below:

! “Dr. Brenda Williams” (2011): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=9955 
! “Prisoner Reentry” (2011): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=8181 
! “Jailhouse Chaplain” (2010): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=6484
! “Ministering to Sex Offenders” (2010): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?

p=5591
! “Juvenile Sentencing” (2009): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=4948
! “Communities in Prison” (2009): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=3018
! “Pat Nolan” (2007): http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=4039

DO

Activity One

Speak with two or three people from different racial or ethnic backgrounds who have been 
caught up in the criminal justice system at some point in their lives. Simply listen to their stories, 
without making judgments. Ask questions during the conversations that might help you better 
understand their experience(s) and how they view the U.S. criminal justice system today.

Activity Two

Write a letter to your state or U.S. Congressional representative expressing a need for reform in 
the state and U.S. prison systems. Make it clear that you are part of a faith community and your 
faith has called you to seek out reform on this justice issue of our time. Before writing your 
letter, try to educate yourself on the basics of the issues of mass incarceration (you can use some 
of the resources we’ve listed above).

Activity Three

Start a book reading, film screening, or other conversation point on mass incarceration at your 
church or in your community. Consider inviting a prison chaplain, or someone involved in prison 
ministry, to speak with your group. Try to focus in on two particular subtopics: (1) racial 
injustices in the U.S. criminal justice system and (2) prisons being used simply as a system of 
punishment rather than a process and space for reform and healing of those in prison.

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=9955
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=8181
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=6484
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=5591
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=5591
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=4948
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=3018
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/?p=4039
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Contextual Interfaith Advocacy Work on Mass Incarceration 
(2 Credit Course)

Boston University School of Theology -Travel Seminar to:
The 2015 Christian Unity Gathering of the National Council of Churches  
(Washington, D.C)  May 7-9, 2015
 

FACULTY:
Rev. Dr. Cristian De La Rosa
Office: (617) 353-3058   Cell: (214) 478-4643 Email: cdlrosa@bu.edu    

COURSE DESCRIPTION
This course will consider the history and ministry of the National Council of Churches of 

Christ in the USA and its interfaith advocacy work related to mass incarceration. It will explore 
denominational advocacy practices by learning about what religious leaders, community 
organizers, and other public leaders are doing in the urban settings to prevent mass incarceration, 
to strengthen interfaith networks, and to facilitate community organizing through alternative and 
transformative ministries/initiatives. It will involve participation in the annual convocation of the 
National Council of Churches, intentional conversations with denominational leadership, 
participation in working groups during the convocation, and attentive listening to lectures and 
dialogues of church and community leaders. The course will include reading, research, and 
contextual learning from transformative community and church leaders tackling difficult 
problems in creative and relevant ways. 

METHOD
This course will be a seminar during the national convocation of religious leadership by the 
National Council of Churches (May 7-9). The instructor will facilitate critical engagement of 
readings, participation in the convocation and dialogue with scholars, pastors from diverse faith 
traditions, and community organizers. Selected readings before and after travel to the national 
convocation are designed to assist students in framings and gleaning from contextual inter-
religious urban ministerial practices. Workshops, dialogues, and lectures during the convocation 
will assist students in considering theories, official historical understandings, and urban practices 
relating to the specific issue of mass incarceration in the U.S. Students will integrate readings 
and immersion experiences by reflecting upon the implications for engaging urban ministry in 
the diverse contexts of the U.S.

mailto:cdlrosa@bu.edu
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GOALS OF THIS COURSE
This course will provide students with the opportunity to: 

1. Consider the different historical processes that ground the emergence of the National 
Council of Churches as a coordinating body for ecumenical and interfaith advocacy 
ministry.

2. Explore contextual models of transformative ministries and initiatives addressing the 
issues related to mass incarceration.

3. Engage key religious leadership at the national convocation of religious leadership (May 
2015) and explore the diversity and multiplicity of religious beliefs, traditions, 
experiences, and practices included in the membership of the National Council of 
Churches. 

4. Identify practical applications of the course content for transformative ministry and 
community organizing in the particular urban contexts of the U.S. 

5. Read a selected bibliography. 
6. Research a specific issue or concern identified in the integrating of content facilitated by 

faculty, readings, and the gleaning from experiencing the National Council of Churches’ 
convocation of religious leadership.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
As a result of these opportunities, students will:

1. Describe general historical background and contemporary issues related to the National 
Council of Churches as a coordinating body for interfaith advocacy ministry in the 
context of the U.S. 

2. Demonstrate the ability to identify contextual models of transformative ministries and 
initiatives and analyze practices relating to preventing mass incarceration. 

3. Establish and/or strengthen an interfaith network.
4. List possible practical applications of the course for contextual transformative ministerial 

practices and community organizing in the context of the U.S.
5. Articulate a basic framing for interfaith advocacy work against mass incarceration.

CLASS SESSIONS
There will be an orientation session and two post-travel sessions. The orientation session will 
serve to reflect on the aims of the course, preparation for participation in the National Council of 
Churches gathering, consideration of historical background, and contemporary framing. The 
post-travel sessions will focus on gleanings from readings and the travel experience, integration 
of travel experience and readings as well as practical application for pastoral and community 
organizing practices in the urban settings.
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REQUIRED READINGS
Kessler, Diane C. and Kinnamon, Michael (2000). Councils of Churches and the Ecumenical 

Vision. Geneva: World Council of Churches.

Findlay, Jr., James F. (1993). Church People in the Struggle: The National Council
 of Churches and  the Black Freedom Movement, 1950 - 1970. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

    Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. New York, NY: The New Press, 2012.

Simon, Jonathan. Mass Incarceration on Trial: A Remarkable Court Decision and
 the Future of Prisons in America. New York, NY: The New Press, 2014.

RECOMMENDED READINGS
Barr, William R. and Yocom, Rena M. (Eds.) (1994). The Church in the Movement of the 

Spirit. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 
 

White, David F., ed. Insights: The Faculty Journal of Austin Seminary 130, no. 1 (2014). 
http://issuu.com/austinseminary/docs/fall_2014_insights/3?e=2809396/9720315 
(Note: The topic of this issue is “The Crisis of Incarceration.”)

Broken on All Sides: Race, Mass Incarceration & New Visions for Criminal Justice in the 
U.S. Directed by Matthew Pillischer. 2012. Independent Film.
(Note: The film website is http://brokenonallsides.com.) 

“Mass Incarceration.”  Religion & Ethics Newsweekly (PBS). 2012. 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass 
-incarceration/10091/

WRITING ASSIGNMENTS
Critical Reflection Papers (3) on required readings (30 percent of grade)
Critical reflection papers of 2 to 3 pages each in which the assigned readings are engaged prior to 
class discussion. In these papers you need to (1) identify a topic, concept, or issue in the 
readings; (2) develop a personal and analytical argument; and (3) conclude the paper by relating 

http://issuu.com/austinseminary/docs/fall_2014_insights/3?e=2809396/9720315
http://brokenonallsides.com
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass%20-incarceration/10091/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2013/06/07/january-13-2012-mass%20-incarceration/10091/
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the argument to the reality/situation of a particular community in the U.S. today.
NOTE: This should not be a summary of the text, a “book report,” or a commentary on the text. 
Note that your own voice is expected on a topic, concept, or issue from the readings. Make a 
critical argument, and apply it to contextual realities today. 
DUE:  May 15, at the first and second post-travel class sessions

Research Paper (25 percent of grade)
Students are expected to write a 12 to15-page research paper on a specific practice, concept, or 
issue in relation to any of the course readings or content of the National Council of Churches’ 
convocation (any of the lectures or panel presentations).
Students will submit a 1-page paper proposal with annotated outline and possible 
bibliography for approval. The purpose of this paper is to research a specific practice or issue 
within a particular context, exploring: (1) the meaning and function of the practice/issue, (2) 
analysis of historical and contextual dynamics of power in this practice/issue, (3) embodiment 
and impact of that practice/issue on individual lives/communities, (4) how that practice/issue is 
contextually deployed, and (5) how it contributes to or limits the transformation processes of 
individuals/particular communities.
DUE:  December 1, 2015

Creative class presentation (15 percent of grade)
Integration of experiences at the National Council of Churches in relation to course readings and 
research paper will be demonstrated with a15-minute presentation for the last class meeting. This 
presentation is meant to facilitate integration of learning experiences. An outline of the 
presentation and at least one question for discussion is due in writing (no more then 2 pages) two 
days before class presentation. 
DUE: last post-travel class session

DOCTORAL STUDENTS
Students taking this course for doctoral credits are required to do all work at a doctoral level 
(800- level). In addition to the requirements of this class, doctoral students are required to (1) 
read one additional text from the suggested reading list or other text with approval from the 
instructor—a text that might complement their research projects and relate to this course, (2) add 
10 pages to the research paper, and (3) offer a 10 to 15-minute class presentation integrating the 
additional text and experience in this course with their area of research interest/research project 
(this presentation will be for the last after-travel class session and will be part of the grading for 
the discussion question presentation during the travel seminar).
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GRADING CRITERIA:
Grading Scoring

Informed participation and attendance 30%
Critical reflection papers on assigned readings 30%
Creative class presentation 15%
Research paper 25%

The following criteria for evaluation will apply to all assigned requirements:
• Engagement with required texts 
• Assignments turned in by due date 
• Fulfillment of assignment as described in the syllabus
• Accuracy of scholarship and format on written assignments
• Depth of reflection and critical analysis
• Elements of insight, creativity, and imagination

COURSE POLICIES
Absences 
Students are expected to attend all scheduled sessions and to arrive promptly. 

Paper Formatting
1. Entire document

a. Double spaced
b. 12 point serif font (e.g. Palatino or Times New Roman)
c. Formatted for 8½ by 11-inch paper in black ink
d. 1 inch margins on all sides of the page

2. On the first page (need not be a separate title page)
a. Your name, date, and course title 
b. Title of the assignment, centered

3. References
a. Use the footnote or endnote reference system according to the Chicago 

Manual of Style, 15th edition. 
b. Include a full bibliographic reference list at the end of the paper.
c. For style models, see Kate Turabian’s A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, 

Theses, and Dissertations.
d. For online help, see: www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html
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Late Assignments 
Students are expected to hand in work on time. Assignments turned in after the deadline noted on 
this syllabus will be subject to a penalty equivalent to half a letter grade for every twenty-four 
hours the work is late. Students in extraordinary circumstances (illness with doctor’s note or 
death in the family, etc.) may request extensions. Communication about extensions for 
potentially late assignments should be made in advance via e-mail to Dr. De La Rosa 
(cdlrosa@bu.edu) prior to any due date. 

 
Plagiarism
All written work in this course must be original to you. If you consult outside texts, please cite 
these sources in the proper format using quotation marks where appropriate. This pertains to all 
external sources (books, journals, lectures, sermons, or websites). In many cases, students do not 
intend to plagiarize; however, the penalty still applies. For a fuller understanding of what 
constitutes plagiarism, read the following as taken from a statement at the University of Albany: 

EXAMPLES OF PLAGIARISM INCLUDE: failure to acknowledge the source(s) 
of even a few phrases, sentences, or paragraphs; failure to acknowledge a 
quotation or paraphrase of paragraph-length sections of a paper; failure to 
acknowledge the source(s) of a major idea or the source(s) for an ordering 
principle central to the paper’s or project’s structure; failure to acknowledge the 
source (quoted, paraphrased, or summarized) of major sections or passages in the 
paper or project; the unacknowledged use of several major ideas or extensive 
reliance on another person’s data, evidence, or critical method; submitting as 
one’s own work, work borrowed, stolen, or purchased from someone else.

ACADEMIC CONDUCT
The STH Academic Code of Conduct may be found on the STH website at: www.bu.edu/sth/
academic/academic-conduct. All students are required to familiarize themselves with this code, 
its definitions of misconduct, and its sanctions.

DISABILITIES
Any students who believe they have a disability should meet with BU Disability Services as soon 
as possible at the beginning of the semester to initiate disability verification and discuss 
accommodations that may be necessary to ensure your successful completion of course 
requirements. That office is at 19 Deerfield Street and can be contacted at 617-353-3658. 
Request for accommodations are then sent by that office to the Academic Dean who forwards 
them to the Instructor.

mailto:cdlrosa@bu.edu
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Mass Incarceration and Difference: 
An Educational Exercise in Framing

The Rev. Joseph V. Crockett, Ed. D.

David Bernstein and Noah Isackson reported the following four incidents that took place in 
Chicago, IL in 2013, in a “Special Report: Part 1 of 2, The Truth About Chicago’s Crime Rates,” 
April 7, 2014.

On March 17, the body of Michelle Manalansan, a 29-year-old college student, was 
found stuffed into an air mattress in a Pilsen apartment.

Her death certificate says she died by homicide, citing blunt head and neck trauma.

Police suspended the investigation until a suspect could be “located and interviewed.” A 
year later, they had still not classified the case as a homicide.

+++++

On July 23, the decomposed body of Tiara Groves, 20, was found naked and gagged in 
an empty West Side warehouse.

The medical examiner ruled her death a homicide by “unspecified means.”

A lieutenant reclassified the homicide investigation as a noncriminal death investigation 
on December 18, citing the medical examiner’s “inability to determine a cause of death.”

+++++

On September 21, a suspicious fire broke out in a Roseland apartment building. Third-
floor residents Millicent Brown-Johnson, 28, and her son, Jovan Perkins, 8, died of 
smoke inhalation.

The medical examiner ruled their deaths homicides.

At press time the cases were classified as noncriminal death investigations, not homicide 
investigations.

+++++
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On November 29, 22-year-old Patrick Walker was fatally shot in the head while driving 
in the Far South Side.

His death certificate says he died by homicide. The medical examiner deferred a finding 
of the cause and manner of death “pending police investigation.”

“The case is still classified by police as a noncriminal death investigation, not a homicide 
investigation.”

How experience is labeled, typified, or framed is important. In the instances above, how 
experiences are labeled is important to families that mourn and tarry with tear-stained eyes in 
search of answers. It is important to communities who long for safety and security. How 
experiences are framed and named is important to all who value truth. 

Framing 
Framing is important. For matters associated with mass incarceration and criminal justice, how 
we label, typify, and frame experiences and people has serious consequences. How a situation or 
condition is labeled or typified influences how a topic is understood and how people respond. 
Framing can contribute to the difference between despair or hope, between reconciliation or 
recidivism, and in the severest of incidents, between life or death.
 
Every educational strategy is embedded in assumptions. Five assumptions about framing as an 
educational strategy are identified below:

1. The definition of a problem sets the boundaries for applicable responses. 
2. Many problems have more than a few contributing factors.
3. Subjectivity is involved in any claim that a reality is a “problem.”
4. Framing a problem is a form of analysis that takes longer than either labeling or 

searching for a solution.
5. Understanding how any social problem is framed, typified, or labeled has educational 

value and social implications. (Best, 1995; Krile, et. al., 2006)

Framing is an important generative activity that can give rise to opportunities or obstacles for 
teaching, learning, and becoming. Paulo Freire (1970) wrote about how frames of analysis and 
interpretation, or in his words, “generative themes,” can function to aid the development of 
critical consciousness. The tacit structures of assumptions by which individuals, communities, 
and cultures perceive, reflect on, and make sense of experiences is a frame or set of frames for 
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subsequent knowing, comprehension, analysis, synthesis, application, and evaluation. Our 
awareness, characterizations, valuing, and responding to individuals and situations are, in part, 
shaped by how stories are communicated, how ideas are presented, and how situations are 
described and casted. 

Framing issues of mass incarceration in terms of the concept of difference is one of many ways 
teaching and learning about the topic can be carried out. Difference, the state of being unlike 
others is a forceful emotive tool in the perpetuation of bias, inequalities, injustices, and the 
spiraling growth of mass incarceration. Difference by definition and function separates and 
isolates, either to advance, restrict, or undermine persons’ or a community’s life trajectories. 
Mass incarceration, a systemic phenomenon developed through the social processes of the 
criminal justice system, is advanced through networks of power and privilege or the lack of 
access to power and privilege. Networks of power, such as the legal system, public policy, the 
economy, mass media, and popular culture work inevitably to produce systems of difference—
race, ethnicity, and social class as well as deviants, thugs, criminals, convicts, inmates, and “ex-
cons.”   

Systems of difference, advanced by networks of power, contribute to the mass incarceration of 
people of color in the United States by manufacturing particular frames of reality (Frye, 1983). 
“It’s only natural that perpetrators should be punished. Doesn’t the Bible says, ‘An eye for an 
eye?’” and the most recent, “Stand your ground.” Law, public policy, the economy, mass media, 
and popular culture become interpretive linkages for framing understandings of “right and 
wrong,” the determination of deviance, and appropriate uses of force for social control. These 
networks of power aggregate to identify, classify and codify, separate, segregate, and isolate 
individuals and groups of persons in a manner that cannot be explained or justified as random; 
“by chance alone.” 

Processes of society need not be deterministic to be inevitable. The systems built, the institutions 
invented, the structures maintained to support and perpetuate the business of mass incarceration
—an enterprise built by networks of power for controlling social differences—may possibly be 
reformed as we learn ways and means difference can be bridged (Rosenblum and Travis, eds. 
2012). Hear the wisdom from African traditions: “I am because we are, and because we are, I 
am.” When difference is understood as adaptive behavior to distinct situations and environments, 
the term can be conceptualized within the framework of similarity, a shared origin or future 
(Shipman, 1994:22).

Typifying and studying mass incarceration through a framework of difference can assist teachers 
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and learners in their educational endeavors. Examining labels commonly used for individuals we 
know too little about can help dismantle barriers of difference. Exploring biases about a family’s 
social status may foster learners’ awareness of the similarities people share. Comprehending how 
prejudices are shaped may help deconstruct preconceived views people associate with a zip code 
or neighborhood. Analyzing the composition of injustices may lead to advocacy for persons and 
groups who are disproportionately entangled in the webs of the criminal justice system. Use of 
frames as an educational strategy, and the frame of difference related to the topic of mass 
incarceration, may result in learners investing time and effort in reconciliation of relationships, 
restoration of communities, and repair of their lot in God’s world.

Anchoring Frames in Biblical Witness 

From the discipline of Christian religious education, the Judeo-Christian scriptures are an 
essential source for informing perceptions, discerning realities, and framing issues and 
alternative possibilities. The scriptures can be described as a rich and varied conversation on 
religious experiences (Marino, 1983:8-11). Religious experiences can be arranged in a variety of 
ways for understanding and for making and remaking meaning. Organizing scripture content by 
biblical themes, teaching-learning taxonomies, the liturgical life of churches and communions, 
and spiritual disciplines are examples of ways the biblical discourse helps frame the meanings 
adherents carry with them and the meanings they pass on to others. 

Education involves both socialization (faith formation), by which the basic cultural 
patterns of a people are appropriated, and faith transformation, where, through dialogue 
and reflection, our meaning-perspectives are reshaped. (Seymour, Crain, and Crockett, 
1993:53)

The biblical witness is populated with religious experiences of difference, “otherness,” and 
encounters with “the stranger” and “the other.” From the conflict of Cain and Abel (Genesis 
4:1-16) to the writer of Deuteronomy’s command to “love the stranger” (Deuteronomy 
10:12-19), to Jesus’ engagement with the Samaritan Woman (John 4:1-42), to Philip’s encounter 
with the Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:26-40) to Paul’s confrontation with Christian Jewish leaders 
who insisted that Gentiles had to bear the marks of Jewish identity in order to gain acceptance in 
the Church at Galatia (Galatians 1:6-7; 3:28-29). 

The use of themes to frame teaching-learning activities can assist learners in overcoming barriers 
of difference; particularly the obstacle of indifference that silences the voices of Christians and 
paralyzes the action of churches’ common witness. Orienting our life by the seasons of the 
Christian year can nurture motivations to Christian communities in their move toward right and 
reconciled relationships with victims, offenders, inmates, and parolees. Routinely enacting 
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spiritual disciplines can provide the sustenance for addressing systemic issues surrounding mass 
incarceration and empower the Church’s advocacy for justice before principalities and powers. 
Anchoring our frames of teaching and learning in the biblical witness may encourage teachers 
and learners to not only have faith in Jesus Christ, but to inspire them to share, embrace, and 
embody the faith of Jesus Christ to confront, challenge, and work to dismantle the injustices and 
to alleviate the inequities that bind together the current system referred to as mass incarceration. 

Questions to ponder

It can be argued that “good” questions generate reflection on and reconsideration of old ideas as 
well as stimulate a search of alternatives. Effective teaching requires insightful questions. What 
kinds of questions might be effectual for a framework of difference?

▪ What are your experiences of difference?

▪ Who do you consider as “other,” “stranger,” or “foreigner”?  Why?

▪ How does your identity, or sense of self, define you as either belonging to or “outside” of 
particular groups or categories?

▪ Have you experienced being part of a stigmatized group?

▪ Have you ever, thoughtlessly or intentionally, perpetuated a stigma or negative 
stereotype? 

▪ What do you need to do, to know, or to experience about an “other” to see them 
differently than “other?”

▪ What perpetuates your indifference to the plight of others?

▪ Who benefits and who loses from classifications of difference and “other”?

▪ Who in your community and social networks is working to bridge barriers of difference? 

Questions can lead to a change in a person’s consciousness by interrupting their perspective of 
meaning (Mezirow, 1991; Freire, 1972). Questions may lead learners to attend to new ideas and 
search for other possibilities. Questions are an effective tool in the enterprise of educating for 
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change. 

Conclusion

Framing of a topic for exploration, investigation, and action is a valuable educational strategy. It 
sets the contours in which the teaching-learning enterprise takes place. It provides a path for 
vigorous analysis of important, complex issues. Applied to the topic of mass incarceration, the 
frame of difference can move the Church from pews of indifference, where little knowledge and 
thinly veiled understandings are seated to avenues of empathy and action on behalf of the 
stranger. In spite of the myriad mountain of obstacles that currently riddle the criminal justice 
system, frameworks of difference—of otherness—can make a difference. With faith in Christ 
and the faith of Christ, frameworks of difference can move us from indifference to engagement 
in teaching-learning activities that result in a faithful, common witness.
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CDF Freedom Schools® Program
Rev. Janet L. Wolf

The CDF Freedom Schools® program seeks to build strong, literate, and empowered children 
prepared to make a difference in themselves, their families, communities, nation, and world 
today. By providing summer and after-school reading enrichment for children who might 
otherwise not have access to books, the CDF Freedom Schools® program plays a much-needed 
role in helping curb summer learning loss and close achievement gaps—and is a key part of 
CDF’s work to ensure a level playing field for all children. 
The CDF Freedom Schools® program provides summer and after-school enrichment to help 
children become engaged with reading, increase their self-esteem and have a more positive 
attitude toward school and learning. In the summer of 2014, 202 Freedom Schools in 107 
communities in 28 states and the District of Columbia served more than 12,745 kindergarteners 
through twelfth graders, in partnership with local congregations, schools, colleges and 
universities, community organizations, and secure juvenile justice facilities. Fourteen of these 
sites were Freedom Schools operated in juvenile justice settings in California, Maryland, 
Minnesota, Ohio and Texas.  Since 2010, CDF has expanded the number of CDF Freedom 
Schools® programs in juvenile justice facilities to give more students access to quality 
enrichment programs and a chance for positive rehabilitation. 
 
Since 1995, more than 125,000 pre-K-12 children have had a CDF Freedom Schools® 
experience and more than 15,000 college students and recent graduates have been trained by 
CDF to deliver this empowering model. Read more about the impact the program has had in 
California at http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jul/29/local/la-me-juvies-school-20130730 and 
learn more about the CDF Freedom Schools® program. Watch this video to learn more about a 
Freedom School held inside a youth correction facility in California: https://vimeo.com/
71288015. 

The CDF Freedom Schools® model incorporates the totality of the Children's Defense Fund's 
mission by fostering environments that support children and young adults to excel and believe in 
their ability to make a difference. Site coordinators and project directors are also trained by CDF 
to provide supervision and administrative oversight.
The program provides an exciting Integrated Reading Curriculum (IRC) including carefully 
chosen developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant books. The model curriculum 
supports children and families around five essential components:
▪ High-quality academic enrichment
▪ Parent and family involvement

http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jul/29/local/la-me-juvies-school-20130730
http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jul/29/local/la-me-juvies-school-20130730
https://vimeo.com/71288015
https://vimeo.com/71288015
http://www.childrensdefense.org/about/
http://www.childrensdefense.org/about/
http://www.childrensdefense.org/programs/freedomschools/five-essential-components-of.html
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▪ Social action and civic engagement 
▪ Intergenerational servant leadership development 
▪ Nutrition, health, and mental health

Core Beliefs
The core beliefs and educational philosophy that guide CDF Freedom Schools® and all CDF 
youth development programs are: 

▪ All children are capable of learning and achieving at high standards. Culture and 
community conditions influence child learning. 

▪ Appreciation and knowledge of one’s culture engenders self-worth and the ability to live 
in community with others. Education, teachers, and mentors are transformative agents. 

▪ Literacy is essential to personal empowerment and civic responsibility. 
▪ Effective teaching requires planning, creativity, and implementation, with reflection and 

processing. 
▪ Learning communities that offer a sense of safety, love, caring, and personal power are 

needed for transformative education. Classroom discipline and management are integral 
parts of instructional practice. 

▪ Parents are crucial partners in children’s learning and need supports to become better 
parents. 

▪ As citizens, children and adults have the power to make a difference in their communities 
and be advocates for themselves. 

Program Impact
Last summer, CDF Freedom Schools® sponsor partners served over 12,700 children in 107 
cities and 28 states and Washington, DC. Since 1995, over 125,000 children and families have 
been touched by the CDF Freedom Schools® program experience. More than 15,000 college 
students have been trained to deliver this empowering model.

An evaluation conducted following the 2005-2006 CDF Freedom Schools® Emergency Katrina 
Projects in Mississippi and Louisiana verifies that a majority of children regarded as 
"unreachable" or "unteachable" with difficult attitudes and low self-esteem made great 
improvements. After participation in the CDF Freedom Schools® program, over 80 percent of 
the children reported having a "good time" and three-quarters felt happy or "like something good 
is going to happen," despite great loss and trauma. Seventy percent of the children reported they 
were "just as good as other children," an increase of 13 percent.
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The E. M. Kauffman-funded Philliber Research Associates evaluation of the CDF Freedom 
Schools® program in Kansas City conducted between 2005 and 2007 indicates children who 
attend CDF Freedom Schools® programs score significantly higher on standardized reading 
achievement tests than children who attend other summer enrichment programs; African 
American middle school boys made the greatest gains of all. Some of the findings from the 
evaluation are:

Continued participation in the CDF Freedom Schools® program increases the impact on 
reading achievement. Scholars who participated for at least three years increased their 
reading skills (by 2.2 grade equivalents, compared to 1.4) for those who participated two 
years and (0.2) for those who participated only one year. The average student in the 
comparison group increased less than a grade equivalent each year. Scholars who attended 
Kansas City CDF Freedom Schools® programs for three years demonstrated gains almost 
twice the size of those in the comparison group.

The sites that best implement the CDF Freedom Schools® model have the best results. 
The more closely a site adhered to the model, the greater the average reading gains among 
scholars. Particularly important was how well staff prepare for their scholars, stay involved 
in activities and consistently use active learning to engage their scholars.

Students enrolled in the CDF Freedom Schools® program improved their reading skills 
more than students not enrolled in the CDF Freedom Schools® program. Both boys and 
girls improved, but boys showed more improvement. Middle school students showed the 
largest gain in reading skills.

Parents of CDF Freedom Schools® students reported their children had a greater love of 
learning, better conflict resolution skills, and more involvement in the community after 
participating in the program.

Servant leader interns provided children with positive role models. Half of the servant 
leader interns had previously held a position of leadership in a community organization. 
Over 80 percent had been involved in extra-curricular activities at school, church, or other 
community organizations.

CDF Freedom Schools® Lessons Learned
Lesson 1: Children's reading abilities benefit directly from participation.
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Lesson 2: Children demonstrated positive character development from participation.

Lesson 3: CDF Freedom Schools® programs increase the effectiveness of parental involvement 
in their children’s education.

Lesson 4: Servant leader interns are chosen because they will be positive role models for 
children.

Lesson 5: CDF Freedom Schools® programs are valuable assets to sponsor partners.

For information about CDF Freedom Schools® program, please contact: 
FreedomSchools@ChildrensDefense.org
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“Voices Behind the Wall”
Excerpts from New York Theological Seminary’s Master’s of Professional 

Studies Program at Sing Sing Correctional Facility

The Class of 2014

I am indebted to the New York Theological Seminary for their commitment of resources—time, 
faculty and staff, and financial—to the work and practice of redemptive justice. Through 
implementation of the Master’s of Professional Studies Program at Sing Sing Correctional 
Facility, the seminary has engaged the soul of transformative education. My deep and 
affectionate appreciation is also extended to the men in the course “Strategies and Designs in 
Education for Just Reconciliation.” Their willingness to be open, receptive, vulnerable, and 
trusting in a setting where such virtues can quickly be exploited is commendable. I pray that they 
continue to experience the truth of the psalmist’s words:

The Lord of hosts is with us;
    the God of Jacob is our refuge. 

(Psalm 46:7, 11 NRSV) 

Introduction and Course Description
One of many unique features of New York Theological Seminary is that it is the only seminary 
in the State of New York licensed to operate an accredited Master of Professional Studies 
Program (MPSP) in a State-operated correctional facility. During the Spring Term of 2014, in 
conjunction with his responsibilities and the National Council of Churches’ Priority on Mass 
Incarceration, Professor Joseph V. Crockett taught a course in the MPSP at New York 
Theological Seminaries’ North Campus–Sing Sing Correctional Facility. The course description 
and, more importantly, a series of excerpts from the students’ class project is below.

What can we anticipate from a course titled, “Strategies and Designs of Education for 
Just Reconciliation”? We will begin by exploring three core concepts—justice, 
transformation, and reconciliation—that are embedded in understandings of “just 
reconciliation,” through the lens of the Christian scriptures. For learners rooted in other 
spiritual traditions, you are encouraged to use the sacred text and wisdom teachings from 
your religious heritage. Students will be exposed to and apply three specific strategies 
and designs of education presented through lectures, class discussions, and learner 
assignments. Opportunities will be offered for students to reflect on and to make personal 
connections with the weekly topics. Together we will discern, plan, and develop an 
educational strategy and design for use by the National Council of Churches for its work 
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on mass incarceration. My hope and prayer is that, together, we will learn, develop, and 
be challenged to embody the unconditional love God extends to all for collective acts of 
just reconciliation. 

+ + +
Class Mission Statement as Developed by Students

The New York Theological Seminary’s alumni reject institutional discrimination and 
felony disenfranchisement. We seek the help of the National Council of Churches 
(hereafter NCC) to change the beliefs, practices, and institutions that perpetuate social 
discrimination. We are striving to achieve greater equality in society.

+ + +
An Appeal from an Incarcerated Christian

I greet you in the name of Jesus of Nazareth. Let me say at the outset, it is my intention to 
call upon your understanding of who Jesus is and what he calls us to do, in the hopes that 
you will be convicted of the Spirit to move and act on my behalf, and the behalf of those 
who find themselves in similar positions. As it states in Galatians 6:10, we have a 
particular obligation to do good to those of the household of faith.

So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and 

especially for those of the family of faith (NRSV).

First of all, I must say: I have wronged you. I have stolen from you, destroyed your 
property, raped and murdered you. I have made you afraid, made your streets and 
hallways unsafe. I have deceived and misled your children. I have preyed upon your good 
intentions. I have done this because I was addicted. I have done this because I was 
misled; I was hurt and confused and did not know what I was doing. I have done this 
because I enjoyed it.

There are circumstances and environments that have contributed to my actions, made 
them easier in ways; but my choices were my own, and there is no excuse for my sin. 

Forgive me, for I have sinned against heaven, and against you, and I am no longer worthy 
to be called your son; your father; your brother or sister or friend.

If it is difficult to find such forgiveness, I pray God helps you—for your health as well as 
mine. Our God can restore what has been lost—in us and through us. After all that I have 
taken and broken, I now ask you for something more.

In the name of Jesus, I ask you to heal with me.
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Anonymous
+ + +

The False and Uninformed Plea
When I was sixteen and walking along a familiar path, a friend of mine rounded a corner 
covered in scrapes and scratches. Full of emotion, he told me that a group of people had 
just attacked him. Two of my friends and I then went to the area where the fight took 
place. We noticed that one of the culprits had remained at the scene. Of course, another 
fight ensued, during which one of my friends took the culprit’s jacket and gave it to his 
sister.

A few days later, I was arrested, as I should have been. But I did not and still do not agree 
with what I was arrested for. I was charged with armed robbery. Apparently, the victim, 
his parents, or the police came up with a story that I brandished a silver pistol and robbed 
the victim for his coat.

After approximately seven months of court appearances, I was given the ultimatum that I 
either plead guilty or go to trial and face eight years of imprisonment. I was shocked that 
I was up against so much time in prison, especially for something I did not do. I told my 
lawyer the truth concerning what happened, especially the fact that I did not have a gun. 
He told me the truth did not matter, for it was my word against that of the accuser and he 
had the edge, because he pressed charges against me.

I knew many kids my age that had gotten five years’ probation and I thought it certainly 
must be better than prison, so I agreed to plead guilty. I’ll never forget the day I went to 
court to do what my lawyer advised. My lawyer told me exactly what to say. He said to 
make it clear that I pulled out the pistol, pointed it, then proceeded to rob the victim. That 
is what I told the judge. I felt horrible saying it and I believe the judge could sense it, 
because she said, “You could go to trial if you want to.” However, what kind of future 
was that for me to contemplate, as a sixteen-year-old kid from a working class family that 
lives from paycheck to paycheck? In fact, my parents could not afford to miss a day of 
work to be with me in court, to support me or help me make an informed decision. I 
understood some of what was said to me, but I did not understand it all. What I did 
understand was the body language of the adults who wanted me to take the deal. If I did 
not follow the suggestion of the adults around me, others would have looked at me as if I 
was crazy. Besides, the alternative seemed much worse. When I got older, I realized I 
should have had a private investigator go to the pizza shop where the incident occurred to 
find witnesses that could have verified my story. Yet, I did not have the money or 
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knowledge to have that privilege.

When I was sentenced I was never told that I would be precluded from voting, obtaining 
certain professional licenses, or may face resistance concerning employment because of 
my conviction. I was not able to comprehend these hindrances at the age of sixteen. I 
have come to know that my situation is not unique. That I am just one of many who are 
pushed to plead guilty for something I did not do. Many peers in my present community 
share this experience. 

Sincerely,
L. B.

+ + +

Costly Consequences of a Juvenile 
Nearly one year ago someone handed me a July 10, 2013, Daily News article entitled, 
“That teenage perp is still just a kid.”  I was deeply touched by said article because I was 
once a 17-year-old teenager that committed a stupid crime and was sentenced to 27-
and-1/3-years-to-life. That was nearly 23 years ago and now I am still incarcerated 
waiting my parole board appearance in approximately 3½ years. Despite the antagonistic 
and sometimes warlike environment, over the course of my incarceration I have matured 
immensely. My thinking, and subsequently my character, has done a 180-degree turn, 
which is consistent with recent brain development research. In fact, the aforementioned 
article mentioned that “the brain development of adolescents shows that their ability to 
control impulsive behavior and focus on . . . consequences . . . are not fully formed until 
the age of 25.” This is especially true for many of my peers and me, who have been 
locked away in prison for decades due to crimes we committed as children. Because of 
such, I offer my experiences to your cause in hopes that you can use them to help change 
our current child sentencing laws to some that more appropriately fit individuals with the 
potential for change.

The power of perceived pressure
The most compelling evidence of my immaturity can be illustrated by my adolescent 
mind-set. In my youth, I took risks without giving the proper gravity to consequences. At 
the forefront of my thoughts was how important it was to do the things my peers thought 
were appropriate and exciting. It barely registered to me that adults might not have 
viewed my behavior in the same way that I did, although, at times, they cautioned me 
about it. Nevertheless, I merely shrugged them off as being too old to understand, for I 
did not believe I was a bad kid. I just wanted to act in step with what was popular, even if 
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it meant doing some things I knew were wrong.

For example, when I was sixteen years old, I was shot a total of five times. Once as a 
victim of a robbery attempt and four times as the result of a drive-by shooting. Afterward, 
I began to carry guns with me. In addition, I began to hang out with other minors that 
carried guns. I did not have intentions of hurting or killing anyone, and besides, just 
wanting to be like my friends, I believed it was necessary for my protection since my 
community was saturated with violence. Looking back at those times now, I realize that, 
although I probably could not verbalize my rationale at the time, the basis of my 
protection was not so much the actual use of a weapon, but rather the mere threat of such 
that was important. That was where the power lay, for it brought me a kind of status, 
which acted as a force field that prevented me from being victimized. This was not only 
true for me, but for my peers as well. The key, however, was that we had to make others 
believe that the threat was plausible.

To do this we had to first convince ourselves. This was very tricky because we did not 
openly admit to one another that we were all scared and used guns to gain protection, 
popularity, or respect. To do that would have exposed us as being the clueless children 
we were, which was what, individually, we were trying to avoid. Therefore, there was no 
practical plan or one based on intelligence that we agreed to operate under. Instead we 
just went with the flow and, sort of, listed our pretentious desires in conversation, which, 
if went unchallenged, served as a tacit agreement as to how we would behave with our 
newfound tools.

An example of this fractured process began with us broaching the subject of going 
outdoors with the weapons. (Although I failed to recognize it at the time, this alone 
would bring the same fear I was seeing in the eyes of my peers.) We made comments 
like, “if someone disses (disrespects) me, or tries to get (rob) me, I will pull my gat (gun) 
out and back him down (make him retreat in fear).” Someone else would say, “Yeah I’ll 
clap (shoot) anybody who comes at (attacks) me.” I knew I was acting, but unfortunately, 
I did not know at the time that they were acting as well. It would have saved me the 
charade and all of us a lot of trouble, for that fear was evidence that we were not hard-
core criminals. Speaking for myself, inside I knew I had empathy, home training, and 
respect for others; yet, what stood out to me the most was the pressure I perceived. For 
that reason, I believed if I were accosted in any way, I was obliged to back my words up, 
despite secretly hoping I would never have to.

Linking perceptions of pressure and crime
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Eventually it all caught up to me when we decided to go the movies one night. The show 
was entertaining and normal for the first twenty minutes or so, before an influx of noise 
interrupted it. Shortly after, an argument erupted between a large amount of moviegoers 
and another group of teens that apparently entered the theater, disturbing everyone. 
Before long, we joined the moviegoers in an attempt to regain silence in the theater. 
However, our attempt only served to escalate matters, for the group apparently perceived 
us as the real threat and instead of retreating, they began to threaten and challenge us 
(Point A). They crowded closer and closer to the section of seats where we sat as they 
continued their threats. At this moment, it seemed to me that no other patrons outside our 
two groups spoke a word. The tension in the room rose and it was as if we were the only 
ones present. Suddenly I saw a flash and heard a loud bang coming from the group that 
bore down upon us (Point B) . . .

Now imagine for a moment what fear would have done to the average adult in my 
position, with a fully developed brain, over the duration of Points A to B. Using a modern 
view of emotion, the fear stimuli would have naturally altered the adult’s consciousness 
and thus impeded normal thought. At the same time, the fear would have lead to reflexive 
(involuntary) behavior, produced for survival, and influenced by prior mental constructs 
of appropriate behavior. Now transfer that fear back into a 17-year-old with an 
undeveloped brain who does not have the, muscle memory like, construct to give 
direction to his reflexes. The fear the 17-year-old endured would have markedly impeded 
his already inferior ability to think rationally more than that of his adult counterpart. 
Leaving him only his instinctual desire for self-preservation (fight or flight) that was 
reinforced by, in my case, the most recent option ingrained in me through peer 
conversation. The resulting response was a spontaneous returning of fire, with me firing 
one bullet amongst the many that came from other equally panicked teens. Sadly enough, 
when the smoke cleared, four people suffered injuries with one of them being fatal.

Sentencing
Two years later, I stood trial for murder in the second degree and other lesser charges. 
Scientific testing showed that there was no link to the gun attributed to me and the 
injuries or death of anyone. However, the fact that I fired a weapon in a dark, crowded 
theater was enough to conclude that I assisted others in creating a dangerous environment 
that resulted in harm to others. Consequently, I was convicted of almost all of the charges 
I was accused of. In spite of being the youngest member of the group, I received the 
aforementioned 27-and-1/3-years-to-life. This was the most severe penalty given to those 
convicted. Soon after, I was sent to a maximum-security prison for adults where I began 
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to serve my sentence.

Victim Awareness
The fact that someone lost his life, and others were hurt during the commission of my 
crime, is not lost to me. I honestly wish I could change the past and erase what occurred, 
for the direct and indirect victims (the families) did not deserve what befell them. I know 
they may still be enduring painful feelings due to the terrible events of that night nearly 
24 years ago. Because of that, approximately midway through my sentence, I wrote each 
victim and family member of the deceased a letter expressing my deepest apologies. I 
sent these letters to my adjudicating judge with a request to forward them to the 
appropriate parties. Unfortunately, this did not occur. I hope to be able to do this in the 
future, if the parties in question are open to it.

Mature Life 
My thinking changed when I reached my mid- to late-twenties. It was then that I was able 
to look back at my life and feel an extreme sense of shame. I was embarrassed then and 
now that I was involved with such a crime. My interests are not even the same; for 
instead of hanging out with the fellas, I began involving myself in positive programming. 
I earned my bachelor’s degree in behavioral science and graduated with highest honors 
(summa cum laude) in the year 2013. In June 2014, I will be a graduate of the only 
master’s degree program offered to those incarcerated in New York State prisons. In my 
spare time, I co-founded and serve on the board of directors of a unique, prison-based, 
committee called Forgotten Voices. Our mission is to redefine what it means for us to 
pay our debt to society. Working with this group, I helped raise a substantial amount of 
money to begin a gun buy-back program in each of the five NYC boroughs. Our aim is 
to do more than take guns off the street, for we will also offer various services (e.g., 
health, drug counseling, employment search, etc.) that we believe people in our 
communities need. To this end, we work alongside both state senators and community 
clergy and we also create youth initiative ideas that we pass along to other grassroots 
organizations.

Ultimately, I am just one of many men that were incarcerated at a young age and remain 
imprisoned due to a crime that I committed when I was of a different mind. Punishment 
is necessary when a law is broken. Yet laws must be appropriately applied. It will be 
helpful if adult decision-makers would envision his or her own thoughts at 16 or 17 years 
old, or even ask themselves are their teenage children always responsible? If the answer 
to the latter is no, then why treat others as if they are as responsible as adults when they 
commit a crime? Should not the punishment fit both the gravity of the offense and the 



66

age of the offender? We must ponder that question, for some kids just need a chance to 
be positively exposed to make the necessary turnaround. There is no excuse for crime. 
Neither is there an excuse for over-incarceration.

Respectfully yours,

L. B.

+ + + 

Concerning Restorative Justice and Community Reentry

Two perplexing questions remain unresolved: 
(1) Should we (offenders) who have been convicted of a crime, having completed our prison 

sentences, be permitted to vote and otherwise participate as United States citizens? 
(2) Should the purpose of the so-called criminal justice system be solely about punishment, 

rendering to each of us what is deserved as a consequence of antisocial behavior, or should 
society focus upon restoration of the injured community and those of us who have violated the 
law? 

A. Restorative/Reentry
What does restoration and reentry involve? Restoration requires acknowledgment of the offense 
that caused the harm—and understanding of the harm itself. In any way that the injury or loss 
can be healed or replaced, the offender must work to do so—with the community’s mediation 
and facilitation. We must examine the behavior that was hurtful and begin building a platform of 
trust based on recognition of harm, admission of regret, expression of remorse and regret, 
explanation of past actions, accountability for the harm caused, and future intentions, amending 
for the hurt caused. Restored relationship requires a rigorous process of deepening one’s 
understanding and accountability for one’s actions toward another.

As individuals returning home, we prepare to enter a parallel universe, “one that promises a form 
of punishment that is often more difficult to bear than prison time: a lifetime of shame, contempt, 
scorn, and exclusion.” Commentators have likened the prison label to the “Mark of Cain” and 
characterize the perpetual nature of the sanction as “internal exile.” There are a myriad of laws, 
rules, and regulations that operate to discriminate against formerly incarcerated individuals and 
effectively prevent their reintegration into the mainstream society and economy. Therefore, the 
NCC will feature several different types of training programs that will focus on society’s moral 
and theological obligation to the restoration of individuals’ rights upon release from 
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incarceration. Using a model from the Riverside Church, the members of the NCC can 
eventually develop a reentry program to assist individuals in several different types of training 
initiatives that will be essential to helping them find employment upon release. 

We will quickly find that there are concepts in the system of restorative justice that are consistent 
with biblical thought. The seminal idea of restoring God’s people is equally important as 
restoring the love between two human beings or reconciliation between the victim and the 
individual who caused the harm. The heart of restorative justice is to compensate the individual 
who has been harmed back to a state of wholeness. According to the story, Joseph is restored to 
his family after years of brokenness.

B. Justice for Whom?
As the NCC examines the gross violations of human rights across New York and this country, it 
has observed how a majority of social, religious, and legal institutions have been ineffective in 
mounting a defense against the injustices perpetrated against people of color and other minorities 
regarding mass incarceration, disenfranchisement, and discriminatory laws. In essence, these 
laws are designed in order to incarcerate individuals continually through the institution of mass 
incarceration. Felony disenfranchisement laws are designed to stigmatize formerly incarcerated 
individuals and prevent them from entering society with full citizenship.

C. Legalized Discrimination: Social, Political, and Economic Effects
(1) The NCC is cognizant that social, political, and economic factors continue the perpetuation of 
discriminatory practices that exclude minorities, specifically African American and Latino 
Americans, from engaging equally and fully in many sectors of society. The NCC, therefore, 
must recognize that due to disenfranchisement and discrimination against minorities and 
formerly incarcerated individuals, the possibility of increasing crime and the probably of higher 
rates of recidivism continue unabated. Stigmatization, social isolation, and lack of access to 
essential resources—food, shelter, work, medical assistance—are reasons why property and 
violent crimes are likely to persist and lead to unsafe communities and recidivism. For instance, 
if the individual is unable to find employment, their family members decide they are going to be 
supportive, and the individual becomes perplexed by believing they are outsiders in society. This 
often results in continuance of criminal activity. 

(2) Formerly incarcerated individuals are placed in a category as the “other.” By the very 
connotation of the “other,” the formerly incarcerated individual walks into society stigmatized 
and demonized as the worst of creation. Thus, being viewed in a similar context as scriptural 
characters, such as Sarah, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Jesus, the Samaritan Woman, Paul, and many 
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others not mentioned. Like these ancient religious men and women, if given a chance, as have 
been proven, formerly incarcerated individuals will succeed like other law-abiding citizens. 

(3) The current practice of criminal justice in our society emphasizes retribution; where 
vengeance is justice. It is a system wherein the measure of success is based on the number of 
arrests and convictions made. The assignment of blame and punishment dominates the discourse. 
In truth, when one commits a crime it is a broken relationship between two parties. This broken 
relationship is at the heart of what needs to be repaired. The state’s original assumption may 
have included helping in the process of repair, but now it is a commercialized employment mill 
where even the victim is oftentimes ignored. Victims are sidelined. The state intervenes to 
remedy the harm victims have suffered, but victims are often worse off years down the road after 
the state has taken over the process. The unremedied situation between the two parties—the 
individual who suffered harm and the one who has caused the harm—must be reconciled. 
Therefore, mechanisms that allow for reconciliation between the two parties have to be put in 
place. We hope the NCC, as a community of Christian churches, will aid in this process. 

D. Educational Development through Workshops: A Modest Proposal
From inside our walls looking out, we believe the NCC can assist in eradicating the systemic 
ideas and practices that contribute to mass incarceration. A first step may be to wage a campaign 
of educating its members, their congregations, as well as include community organizations, local 
business owners, youth centers, law enforcement agencies, community leaders, and so on, about 
the historical effects of disenfranchisement and discrimination. By utilizing the information 
provided in Michelle Alexander’s book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness, the NCC can develop a working curriculum of education and sensitivity training. 
Topics of the workshops recommended by the incarcerated men of the NYTS 2014 graduating 
class include addressing the social, political, economic, and educational causes and consequences 
associated with mass incarceration. 

E. Connecting the Bible and Other Sacred Texts 
By interpreting biblical texts, we have developed strategies that would support the NCC’s 
mission for social justice. Through our readings of biblical stories, we have gained an 
appreciation for and applicability of texts to the goals of the Church’s relevancy in the twenty-
first century. The question that is often raised is how one can get involved? A majority of 
churches have lost their voice on matters of civil rights. It is our aim to join with the NCC 
regarding prison reform issues. Like the blood of the martyrs that led to explosive growth in the 
Church, perhaps our efforts will cause their voices to grow more loudly and prominently on these 
issues.
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Clearly, the NCC notices similarities between the Israelites’ life in Egypt and the plight of the 
prisoner. The story of Exodus has direct relevance to the cause for which it has been engaged. 
For example, our struggle entails embarking upon a new Exodus that involves advocating against 
the Pharaoh-like tyranny of this American criminal punishment system. The Exodus story instills 
hope that the same God that brought Israel out of bondage is the same God that will bring justice, 
restoration, and reconciliation to those who continue to be treated as lepers of society.

The First Testament’s story of Abraham and his descendants shows similarities in its application 
to retribution and restorative justice in the context of New York Theological Seminary students 
who are incarcerated in Sing Sing Correctional Facility. The Bible is loaded with stories of 
individuals who suffered imprisonment and experienced release from shackles, the breaking of 
chains of oppression, deliverance from house arrest, and more. For example, Genesis 39:20-22, 
which reads:

And Joseph’s master took him and put him into the prison, the place where the king’s 
prisoners were confined; he remained there in prison. But, the Lord was with Joseph and 
showed him steadfast love; he gave him favor in the sight of the chief jailer. The chief 
jailer committed to Joseph’s care all the prisoners who were in the prison, and whatever 
was done there; he was the one who did it. 

Joseph is imprisoned; but as a devout man of God, he was shown steadfast love and the 
deliverance and freedom God’s love affords. 

Biblical justice involves a call to action. The meaning of justice, for instance, “is arrived at not 
by contemplating some abstract norm of justice, but by remembering how God delivered his 
people from oppression, and then acting in a manner consistent with this (Mic. 6:3-5, 8; Exod. 
20:1-17). For Christian ethics, the imitation of God centers on the imitation of Christ (1 Pet. 
2:21), whose concrete manner of living and acting is known to us only through the biblical 
record.”

F. Interfaith Religious Advocacy 
We believe that religious institutions are not doing enough in the area of prison reform. In 
addition, the NCC can foster and support collaborative networks with other religious traditions in 
their communities, such as with Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, and so on. With the role of the prisoner 
so prominent in biblical theology and the need so pronounced socially for their uplift, religious 
communities have an obligation to promote their fair integration into society. Furthermore, if 
religious institutions donated just 1 to 5 percent of their resources, it would make a significant 
difference in providing advocacy and research and would contribute to policymaking for the fair 
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treatment of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated individuals. If more churches weighed in on 
the issues of parole reform, reentry for the formerly incarcerated, and removing the stigma 
attached to formerly incarcerated people, the world would be a better place.

G. Victim Identification
The students of the New York Theological Seminary program along with many individuals here 
at Sing Sing Correctional Facility are making significant strides in atoning for their crimes. In 
short, an objective of these workshops might be to establish a bridge for those who have the will 
and desire to begin the process of restoring victims and offenders back to spiritual, 
psychological, social, and emotional well-being. The need for restoration is perfectly embodied 
in scripture, which says one must reconcile with their brothers and sisters. We desire to create a 
climate where individuals can repair the harm caused to their victims, if possible. 

Paul writes to Christians at Rome, 
For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, 
much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life. (Romans 5:10 
NRSV) 

Here Paul is addressing directly concern for reconciliation. Such reconciliation is initiated by the 
life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ. 

Finally, in Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians he writes: 
All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 
So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat 
you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  (5:18-20 NRSV)

Christians you are charged to be mediators in the work of reconciliation.
The focus here is on the healing of people affected by the crime, victim(s), the individual(s) who 
have committed the crime, and the families and communities of both. The goal is to allow both 
communities to express how they feel about what has happened with an aim toward acceptance 
and forgiveness. Participants will not face their victors or victims; however, they will have an 
opportunity to speak to the action itself in order to understand what led up to the criminal 
activities and how the crime has affected and continues to affect the families and the 
communities. 
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H. Religious Advocacy and Community Outreach
A final aim of the workshop(s) is raising awareness about the importance of unifying the 
communities that surround each church. The call is to go out and talk to the youth in the 
community centers (use young members), nonprofit organizations, business owners, law 
enforcement agencies, and so forth. Express to them the importance of community, educate them 
about incarceration, the effects it has on families, the lifelong impact it has on individuals upon 
their release, such as legalized discrimination in employment, housing, education, voting, and so 
forth.

In addition, the discussion should also include the historical precursors that led to the condition 
of black and brown people being incarcerated in America (Alexander, 191-200; 202-204). 
Similarly, when dealing with young people, a discussion about structural racism should be 
addressed. This should be explored in terms of the criminalization of our youth when they wear 
pants that sag below their behinds. The individuals in this workshop should be instructed on how 
to approach and discuss these community issues with other religious groups in the community, 
such as the Jewish and Muslim community leaders. An interfaith awareness program should be 
introduced through this workshop.

+ + + 
A Commitment Continuum

To some extent, in order to address the many facets of mass incarceration and inmate 
reentry there are many opportunities for involvement. Individual interests and concerns 
will lead people to participate at various levels. Where along the range of opportunities 
people decide to participate is not as critical as is a commitment to get involved. We must 
act. We are called to be not just hearers of the word, but doers (James 1:22-25). The 
continuum represents the range of possible entry points for individuals and churches to 
get involved. Your calling or comfort level may be in prevention, intervention, or 
restoration and reentry services (including transition and/or stabilization supports). 
“Boots on the ground” efforts, such as prison outreach, The Sentencing Project, volunteer 
chaplaincy, reentry ministries, Freedom Schools Program, Prison Fellowship, and other 
programs to address and alleviate the causes and consequences of prison would be 
welcomed. This a starter list of programs that address a range of issues related to mass 
incarceration and restorative justice. 

There is a phrase often heard while incarcerated. Prisoners, guards, volunteers, and 
visitors alike speak the phrase. When referring to the time after an offender’s sentence 
has been served, we say, “When you return to society.” This statement itself is based in a 
fallacy. We are still a part of society. Although we may be isolated, ignored, or forgotten, 
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we never left. 

Just because we are not readily visible, or are unable to initiate or easily participate in the 
birthdays and graduations, funerals and celebrations, trials and tribulations of family 
members and friends, it does not mean that we are not here. We understand that we have 
hurt you and ourselves. Doing time is part of our becoming accountable. We ask for 
forgiveness. We hope you give it. We accept the possibility that you may not. You do not 
owe us forgiveness. But we believe that we all owe each other something. We owe each 
other love, the kind of love that keeps us connected to the unconditional love of the God 
who died for all. We remember that this love is still a verb. 

Respectfully yours,

A Fellow Learner

+ + + 


